
 
Abba Hillel Silver Collection Digitization Project 
Featuring collections from the Western Reserve Historical Society and 

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives 

 
 
  

Western Reserve Historical Society                 American Jewish Archives 
10825 East Boulevard, Cleveland, Ohio 44106 3101 Clifton Avenue, Cincinnati, Ohio 45220 
(216) 721-5722                                                 (513) 487-3000 
wrhs.org                                                         AmericanJewishArchives.org 

 
MS-4787: Abba Hillel Silver Papers, 1902-1989. 

Series IV: Sermons, 1914-1963, undated. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Reel     Box         Folder  
         162           58           783 
 
 

How to Face Success, 1948. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



HO TO FACE s cc~ss 

by 

D~ . BA HILL L S 

unday , ecemb r 12 1 1 48 
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~tost people assume that it is very diffic lt to face handicaps , but it is 

very easy to face success . In fact , it is so simple and easy that o e does not 

need to be instructed about facing success . But it is really not so simple and 

so easy. In 11 Poor Richard ' s Almanac" Benjamin Franklin says : "Success has ru

ined many a man . 11 In a commentary on the Bible written by a rabbi in the 17th 

century, I came across this ra her startling phra e : ".fost of the uccesses 

bring evil to men . " One wonders why. One wonders how. How can th t which re

presents the fulfillment of all that man desires - success - how can that be a 

source of evil and ruination? 

ell , in the first place it is due to the fact that most men conceive of 

success in terms of material ac ievement. Success means busin ss success . Suc

cess means financial success . As ccessful man is a rich man, and the meas e 

of a man ' s wealth is the me sure of his success . ow, wealth has its patent 

advanta es hich everyone know , but mankin thr ughout the a es has also come 

,o see considerable spir·tual dan ers in the possession of ,ealth. They h ve 

come to find in it a definite obstacle in the ay of rnan •s moral pilgrimage , 

and some religious philosophers mark off ealth as an unmitigate spiritual 

evil. 

It is recorded in the ew Testament that a youne man came to the founder 

of Christianity, Jesus , ands id to him, "Good mast r , wha ood shall I 

that I ay have eternal 1 • fe?" d Jes· aid unto him, ' Vhy, k e the command-

ments , " and the youn • man replied, "All those hin sh v I kept from my outh 

up . Wh t lack I yet?" n Jess said, "If thou ,ilt be erf ct , o and sell 

what thou hast and i ve it to the poor and come and f ollo , me . 11 And the young 

man ent a1ay sorrowful for e ha great posse sions . Then the master turned to 

his disci les and sa·d : "A rich man shall har ly enter into the Kingdom of 

He v n . rt is easier or a camel to o through th eye of a needle t for a 

rich man to ent r into the King om of Heaven." 
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An e rly Christian church preached poverty as an ideal to help men achieve 

erfectio and so did all the .!onastic or ers and those of many other relit;ions . 

A successful man ets used to the com.forts and the privile es ·n1ich ealth 

brin s , and he is unwillin~ to surrender that realth , that comfort an that 

ivile e rhe .. , at the behest of some cause , h is called u on to sacrifice 

so e of it. A successful man is likely to e opposed to an new soc · a1 move

ment or political move, ent as '1e believes • t •Till endan er his ovm possessions , 

his own status . Rich men as a rule are conservative and requently they re 

eaction ry. People of the South who blocked and defeated slave ~r re e not b d 

eople - they ere not less human, but their hole econom~c s c ess , s atus 

and power came to be invested in slavery. All of the Fasci t movements of our 

ay are backed by po e ful econom·c i ter sts ~r ·ch are determined to i sure 

t'eir power and their control and their 

Success means po er , and p ver corrupts, .. absolute o er corr t a 

solu ely. Success has rray of makin • some people self - suff • cient , proud , r -

rogant - qualities which are deadly to man •s spirit al life . "Pride oeth be

fore destruction" - before spiritual destructio • Hov, often the success 1 m n 

e inclined to think inters a · nst whi h e mre ,-,a ne in that ter 

of 

in 

te ono • . II 0 strength has otten me all this ealth." sec.: lly 

1 d like ours rhere he success story is ite common, me a!'e ron~ o 

ascribe all thtiir success to their mm ability, overlooking the abun ance of 

o ortuni ties hich thi ne ·, land rov es hem, ove lookin the rea element 

of chance an luck which is an essential part of eve y man ' s uccess , an bush

in aside the help wh · ch these men must have recei ed f om others , for no man 

is entirely over s lf- made man. Successful men are in danger o becomin proud 

and arrogan , and p rticularly the sons of successful men - the children of these 

men o themselves did not acqu.·.re that succes which feeds self- pride . e have 
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the story in he Bible of the son of Solo o , Rehoboam , a young man of the olden 

youth of the court , who had nothing to do v.rith Solomon ' s achievement , and he 

hir-self achieved nothing. He t ok counsel of the youth i the pa ace and i his 

ride he said : 11 zy little finger js thicker than the 

And he destroyed the empire . 

of my f ther . 11 

Success tens to make some selfis· and isol~ted .f.'ro. their fellc. en. They 

come to live i contracti n li t,tle worl s o t_1eir o. • 1ey become i patient 

·ri th the unsuccessful men and are less chari ta le in heir j 1d ents of o her 

men eren if they continue, in terms of givi r phil nthropy i the co unity. 

Th re is a story told of am n ·who called u. on a rabbi who had been 

fr~en of his youth. One of them entered the field of usiness and bee e rid1 

and the other became a ra bi, an later o t es ccessful business man c lled 

u o the rabbi and he said : 11 y • s it i 

it se ms I am a lonely an . i • h all m succe 

,h everyone liJ<ed n:e , and now 

am a isol ed erson. " 

" y , 11 said the ahbi, 1 tha is very s • m .. le . Look through that lindo • , at 

do you see?" "I see human bei 0 s - men, women, children . " "Come here and 

look in this mirror , " s- • d the rabbi . " oY rhat do you ee?' "I se m lf •" 

That is i . Th rabbi oints out hat he canno see the orl 

bsorbed in himself . 

ec he is 

1ost decidedly, success has its pitfall . • ho r OU face s ccecs i 

ne of the hard lesnons to learn in life, n our religion h s uch to sa~ about 

it. In the first place , our religion m • ntains that ·m 1 t is not a requisite 

for succesc in life . Vho is the rich man. Am ho is conten ed w·th h"s 

lot. nlike other religions ours never preached poverty as v ue and n ver 

a vised me to reconcile thenselves to poverty. Poverty is .ot a virtue . There 

:i beautiful prayer· the Book of Proverbs . "Oh God, not give me either 

poverty or ealth. Give me my daily bread. Les I be full and deny thee , and 

say, o s the Lord , or les I be oor and steal, and tak the name of my God 

in vain ." 
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One sho ld face , accordin, to the a onition of our faith , material ror

peri ty ri th hllr.lili ty , al,vays mindful of how important sh e others h ve had 

in o s1ccess , and r icularly, socie y as a :hole , alwa s rcmemb rin, tha • 

the roper appreciatio of o e 1 s -ood fortune and success is r titude expres ed 

in wise ste r rdship and in ready helpfulness towards others , always mindful , too , 

that the ·world is a revolv'n heel , th one my be on the top tod y and at t e 

bottom tomorrow , and always remembering that at the very end we must leave all 

our .ossessions bepind us . There are no pockets , as someo.e s ~d, in shrouds . 

The eat Cyrus , who built the greatest of ancient em~ires , had this in

scr:i bed upon his tombs one : 10 man , •rhosoever thou art , an whensoever thou 

comest , for come I know thou nlt , I am Cyrus , the Founder of the Persian 

pire . me not the lit le earth th cover m o y . n After all of the 

eat acquisition of pow ran wealth , the 

the little ~arth that o 1 cover h • s remain 

us was fearful tha even 

some d y be distur e . 

0 r reli ion teaches us that real success oes not co sist in acqui1 in 

thin s - not in cquirin , bu in being nd in oin • It is not ·that we put 

in our co-r ers , but it is -rh t we ut in our minds nd in our hearts , and •1 

m inves i the lives o oth rs . {e re put on th ot to accumulate o -

ec , or ve need ver r few to live by, but to fulf ' 11 our de ti y children 

o ' God, and our estiny consists · n le ni ~ all th ·re c , n develo in 

o ersonalities in all direct · ons , and in cooperatin, he1 fully i the life 

of humanity . Hm much knowledg nd ·tl~ om we acquire , ho ensi ti ve gr , 

to beauty, how m ch ood re do · n the in erest of our amilie - in other words , 

how much we r ow into • sdom and goodne s - tha i he true measure of one • s 

success . d this true measure is not free a all from hat men call failure ., 
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for a mar never quite succeed in acquirin all that he se ks in life . The 

higher a."1d nobler our strivi gs , t.hc less ossibility there is of o r fully 

realizing them. Our hi -hest aims are never achieved . Those who are sa is-

fied with paltry prizes ay achieve them, but those who soar on hic,h my never 

reach the hi hest peak , for tl ese are t.he peo le v:ho are the salt of th eart . • 

They a e the children of the sun , the athfinders, the dreamers o all eat 

drc mers , the ioneer3 of humanity, the rien and vromen who build societ,· • 

• oses never entered the Promised Land. Very few of the gre t emancipators 

ever enter their promised land. But can vre really call them failures , or are 

they truly the successful chil en of mank~nd? 

I read not lon ago a very beautiful poem called ""Io Vic is" hich I 

should like to rea to you becauseit ves us he proper perspective u .. o rhat 

we call s1ccess and what e call failure in 1 · fe . 

etmore Story. 

tis itten by illiam 

heh of the conquered, who fall in the a tlc of Life ,-
of the vounded, the beaten , who died overwhelmed in the strife ; 

rot the jubilant oon of the victors for whom the resound:in acclaim 
Of nations was lifted in chorus , whose brows wear the chaplet of fame , 
Bu the humn of the lo an the humble , the weary, the brok n in hear , 
fuo s rove and who failed , actin bravely a silent an des erate art · 
/hose youth bore no flower in its branches , -v hose hopes burned in 
ashes away, 

From rhose hands sli ed the prize they h d r sped at , who stood t 
he dying of d y 
h the wreck of their life 11 aroun t .em , unpited , unhe ed , alone , 

With eath swoo in dovm o ' er their fail re , and all but their fai h 
overt1'..D , 
iJ.ile the voice o the orld shouts its chorus , - its p ean fo those 
-v ho have mn; 
lhile the trumpet is soundin triumphant , and high o the breeze and 
the sun 

Glad banners are vaving , hands clappine, and hurrying feet 
Thronging after the laurel crowned victors , I stand on the field of 
defeat, 

In the shadow, vri.th those ho are fallen , and wounded, and dying , and 
there 

Chant a r equiem lo , place my hand on their pain- lmotted bro ,s , breathe 
a rayer , 

Hol d the hand tha is helpless , an hisper, "They only the victory 
n , 

Who have fought the good f i ght, and have vanquished the demon that 
t e ts us ' thin; 
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fuo have held to their faith unseduced by the rize that the vor]d 
hold on hi h ; 

~Vho have dared for a hi,h cause to suffer , resist , fjght , - if need 
be , to die . u 

S eak , History l o are Life I s victors? Unroll they long annal 
and say, 

Are they those whom the world called the victors , • o won the succe...,s 
of a day'? 

The martyrs , or ero? The Spartans, who fell at Thermopylae 1s tryst , 
Or the Persians and Xerxes? His judges or Socrates? 

The great religions of the vrorld tell us that the truly successful are t ey 

who are stron enough to let God use them for a purpose eater than themselves . 

The truly s ccessful are those who arP. prepared to place themselves as willjng 

tools in the hand of God for the fulfillment of s purposes fhich lies far be

yond their modern ken and their ovm fj ni te lives . The truly successful are 

those ho seek not so much ersonal success , bu the coopera ive success , the 

fellowship success , humanity success , and 

to evaluate their lives accor ingly. 

o r st God and history and society 

ood friends , we are artial successes and all partial failures , and 

we do not always know where we are successful and where 1·. are failures . There 

was a medeival H brew oet named Ibn Ezra who re arded hiMzelf as a to al d 

com lete failure . In on of his most ch ne poems he complains of his bitter 

lot and he sa. s: 11 If I ,ere a merchant or a peddler ellin candles , the 

would never set . 11 He regarded ·mself s a 0 schlmiel11 , a total f ilure . Ad 

yet if yo were to ask anyone the nam s of the 10 

Ezra rould be included amon them . 

ea st bre· poe s , Ibn 

I know mary men ~ho think themselves ve y successful becauce they have very 

successful factories , or shops or stores - beautif 1 homes , cars , and all the 

thin s that people desire . They are succe s""ul and I suppose those ho 1'..now 

them from the outside kno them to be succe ful , a d yet , I thin}-- that they 

themselves , in their moments of reflection , they will robably mark themselves 
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off as tragic failures in other basic human relat · onships as fathers , husb nds , 

sons . I know vii es who re ard t hemselves as eat failures because they have 

not the thins other omen have . They are compelled to live in very modes 

homes . Sometimes their hearts are filled with envy because hey see other vo

men who have the things they are deprived of, and they ~ould m k themselves 

off as failures , and probably include their husbands . And yet , if they ·rould 

ause a minute and take stock of themselves , they vmuld come to realize that 

t hey have been -.onderful successes as wives , and mothers - they have mn the 

love and devotion of a life companion, the affection of her crildren - they 

have made the e test contribution which any oman can make to society - they 

have been ma ificently successful • 

. o knows really 1hen one ·s s1ccessfu or hen one is not? I think the 

bet test to measure success and failure i 

seekin and how far h ve we one in doin 

o asle ourselves , "How far are we 

oo in the mrld?" nd the answ r 

to that is the true answ r to the question of ones success . Ho~ to f ce suc

cess? First , · · th a clear understanding of 'fhat real success in life is , and 

secondly, to f ce all manner of success - materi 1 or otherwise - in a spiri · 

of utmost humility. 

I have spoken of thr e roblems - H to face Lif , Hovr to face andicaps , 

How to face Succeos . Our answer to the fj rst problem is that • he vra to face 

life is a philoso hy rhich says o destiny o e th is to seek perfect · on. The 

ansvrer to the second problem as a philosophy which tells us that mind is al-

ways eater than mater and hat the undefe ted spirit of man can transl te 

the severest handicaps of life into stepping stones for self- fulfillment and eat 

spiritual v · ctory. Our answer to the third problem, How to Face Success , is 

also a philosophy - a philosophy which tells us that success must be meas ed 

ot in terms of thins , but in terms of owth into knowledge and into service , 

d ' th an a titude of comple e humility, and we shall discuss next week the 
subject of ho to face death. 




