
 
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           807 
 
 

The Mature Mind, 1949. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE MATURE MIND 

Sunday, December 11, 1949 

In discussing with you this morning 11The Mature Mind", I shruld at the outset 

like to alert you to the fact that I am not discussing :ipeace of Mind" or "Peace o£ 

soul". Those themes are very popular today and books v.rritten on these subjects have 

a very popular appeal. It is a sort of a symptom, I believe, of our distraught age 

that so many are seeld.ng and so desperately- for peace of mind which really cannot be 

sought, for it is cPn objective in itsel.£, but only a by-product of a different quest 
f\ 

altogether. The only peace which we are urged to seek in our sacred literature is the 

peace with our fellowmen, peace with our kith and kin, with our neighbors, with our 

conmru.nity, peace between countries, races, classes. "Go seek the peace of tey brothers," 

Joseph is commanded in the Bible. "When thou wilt approach a city to do war upon it, 

stop and first call for peace. Turn .from evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it. 

Seek the peace of the city wither thou wilt be sent to seek the peace of Jerusalem." 

And hundreds of others such mandates .found in our Bible. Man us urged to walk in the 

ways of God arrl to engage in a career of active, moral enterprise, and then fine peace. 

, we read in the Psalms. "Acquaint thyself with God and then 

thou wilt be at peace." Get acquainted mth what God wants you to do on this earth. 

Do it. You will find that measure of peace which is possible for a human being to find 

in his mortal, finite and much troubled life. "Great peace have they who love thy law." 

It is in the pursuit of justice and righteousness and the ways of God that, so we are 

told by our seers arx:l prophets, a man can find a measure of peace. "Righteousness and 

peace have kissed." Righteousness first, then peace. "And the work of justice shall 

be peace, and the effect of righteousness shall be quietute and confidence." rt•s a 

different conception altogether thm this "Peace of Mind" which is a sort of a soothing 

syrup that people are looking after. 

Our sages conceived of peace as a covenant of peace, a 11brith shalom"'J that is, a 

covenant which links a man to a certain quality and kind of action which results in 

peace. "The mind stayed on Thee, 0 It>rdJ Thou keepest in perfect peace because it 

trusted in Thee." 
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Peace of mirrl as an act in itself, as an objective in itself, is nowheres urged, 

and peace of mind in tenn.s of undisturbed and everlasting tranquillity and imperturb- v 

ability is no where identified in our long and in our noble literature either with the 

lives of the great or with the lives of the good. Nowhere is a man urged to avoid 

conflict and struggle and resistance and even suffering to conform for the sake of pre

serving his peace of mind, or his emotional equanimity. On the contrary. Man is sum

moned and challenged to resist evil, to wage war upon wrong-doing, to struggle with his 

own lower nature and his own undisciplined instincts in order to purify and sublimate 

them. Man is call:? d upon to a life of moral enterprise of adventure and strugg]e • That 

doesn •t always make for peace of mind. The servant of God who, in the eyes of the 

prophets, was the supreme human being, the "evid adonoi" - the servant of Qod is often 

represented in the Bible, to quote the words of Isaiah "as a man despised c11 d forsaken 

of man, a man of pains, smitten of God and afflicted, but through his stripes mankind 

is healed". Of all the great men of the Bible, Moses was perhaps the greatest arxihe 

should have had the most perfect peace of mind. You don•t associate peace of mind with 

Moses. Frequently Moses had to r::ry out in the anguish of his soul: 

"Before long these people whom I am leading, whom I am trying to serve, will 5tone me 

to death. How can I bear alone," Moses cried to his people, 11hovr can I bear your com- \, 

plaints and your burdens arrl your strife and your bickerings?" Haw much peace didhe 

have, this man, Moses who was even denied the privilege of entering the Promised Larxi 

towards which he had been leading a difficult arxi rebellious host of erstwhile slaves 

for 40 years in the wilderness? No, Moses did not seek his peace of mirrl. He sought 

the freed:>m and the peace of his people. 

Arrl t~ greatest of the literary prophets, Jeremiah, canplains bitterly: "Woe is 

me. My' mother," he says I ttwoe is me that thou hast born me. A man of strife and a man 

of contention tot he whole earth. I have not lent, neither have I borrowed; yet every 

one of them dost curse me." How much peace did Jeremiah or aiv of the prophets or path

finders of man ever have? But it was these people who made the blind to see the truth 
'\.AA J \ \ l 

of Cbd, who made the deaf to hear the wisdom of life, who carved out to their tortured 
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hearts spirits, the highway of civilization. They were seldom at rest. They were al

ways advancing, f'requentlyvr.i.th bleeding feet along the dolorous road of their progress. v 

say the Rabbis /1 r • "The truly righteous a1 d 

noble men have oo rest, even in this world or in the world to come. But they drink 

deep of the radiance, of the ever-increasing radiance and effulgence of the Glor~ of 

God"• 

It is a phase, I am af'raid - this quest for peace of mini - of the spiritual ex

haustion and weariness of our age, of the frustration and the disillusionnents and the 

confusions of our day, and of the fear which the indivi<iual human being is experienc

ing being somehow submerged within these mammoth structures of the machi:re age, his 

stature being reduced, his dignity., his security, his worth is being reduced in the 

world, arrlhe is afraid of ~ dictatorship and regiment.ation and overwhelmingness o:f 

life, that he is eagerly and so pathetically seeking today - not for a chance to work y 

for the Kingdom of God., not for new adventures of the spirit, but for peace of mini, 

for rest, for an oasis in his desert vrorld. 

A few weeks ago I came across a very fine statement which, in a way, sununarizes 

what I am trying to say, written by the eminent psychiatrist, Dr. Karl Menninger I called X 

"Take Your Choice", and he bases his statement on a quotation of Ralph Waldo F)nerson. 

»nersonts statement is this: "God offers to every mirrl its choice between truth and 

repose. Take which you please. You ca1 never have both." And Dr. Menninger s~s, 

"To me it is a strange and dismal thing that in a world of such needs, such opportunity 

and such variety as ours, the search for an elusory peace of mind should be so zealous

ly pursued and defended while truth goes languishing. Unrest of spirit is a mark of 

life. One problem after another presents itself' and in the solving of them we can firrl 

our greatest pleasure. The continuous encounter with continuing changing conditions 

is the very substance of living. From an acute awareness of the surging effort, we have 

the periodic relief of seeing one task finished and a1 other begun, and the comfort of 

momentary rest and niehtly sleep. But a querulous search for premature, permanent 

peace seems to me a thinly disguised wish to die. As I have said elsewhere in paraphrase 
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of Freud, man is a creature dominated by a1 instinct in the direction of death, but 

he is also b:h9eed with an opposing i nstinct which battles heroically with varying suc

cess against its ultimate conqueror. This magnificent drana of conflict sets us our 

highest ideals - spiritual nobility and social achievement. To seek after peace of 

mind is to forsake this truth for an illusion. It is the search m which I object, 

because striving for personal peace means turning one's back on humanity and its suf

fering, losing one I s life in trying to save it. On the other hand, peace or something 

near it is often achieved by those who do not seek it, who, seeking truth, forget them-

selves." 

Professor Overstreet I s book, "The Mature Mind", does not concern itself vn th 

P3ace of mind, but with the mature mind whose essential characteristic is not an illus

ory adjustment yielding peace of mi nd, h.tt growth, development. The immature mind, 

says Dr. OVerstreet, is likezy to affect a smoother adjustment than the mature mind, 

naturally. It more easily conforms. It more readily avoids issues, challenges, con

fiicts in order m be at peace; conditions which t he mature mind dares to face up to, 

even if it involves conf'lict and struggle. The predicament of mankind today, maintains 

Professor OVerstreet, is its mental and emotional and social immaturity. It refuses to -
grow up, and all its important agencies and institutions, far from contributing to a 

------------
psychological adulthood, a psychological maturity, are conspiring m keep man fixated, 

retarded, immature, and because man today is possessed of vast power, the like of which 

he never possessed in the past, this intellectual and emotional and social immaturity 

presents to him an extreme peril and danger, the like of which did not conf'ront him in 

the past. It is like a huge grown, physically mature human being guided by a mind of 

an infant or of a child. His capacity for doing evil is infinitely greater - evil to 

others and evil to himself. 

Modern psychology, Professor OVerstreet points out, as generally known, of course, 

has given us today certain new insights into human nature which help us to urrlerstand 

why men today are large~ imnature, which help us also to think hopefully of changing 

the conditions of men and enabling them to gr°" into maturity. There is the idea, for 

I., 
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example, of arrested developnent. Many of the baffiing diseases of adulthood, of 

grown people, have their origin in the unresolved emotional confiicts of childhood. 

A neurosis in an adult, in a grown person, is frequentJ.¥ assigned that at some t:ime 

or other in his formative years his development was arrested by some shock, by some 

experience which he could not master, and this unhappy and unresolved experience was 

repressed into the unconsciousness where it continues to operate in its infantile form. 

Now there are many adult people today, even those who do not suffer or have not 

suffered any severe traumata or shock, who nevertheless continue to solve or to attempt 

to solve their adult problems by childish means because of a ilind of education and 

training which they had received in tooir homes and in their schools and in society 

generally. They employ immature methods in wrestling with personal and social prob

lems. 

Dr. Qverstreet also calls attention to the other new insight which has come in 

the vrake of our greater understanding of psychology. Man can today be conditioned to 

become a creature that he is not by his original nat ure. As he puts it, a mm can be 

conditioned to eat :api4iack spinach and like it, to ld.11 his fellowmen and feel proud 

of it, to insult a minority race am f'eel justified in his discourtesy, just as in the 

famous Pavlov experiment where a dog, who naturally salivates when meat is brought to 

him, and who does not salivate when a bell is rung; yet by ringi.ng a bell every time 

the meat was brought to that dog, the dog was conditioned to salivate merely at the 

ringing of the bell 1,hen no meat was brought. His nature was reconditioned radically. 

Now, man can be so conditioned. Man can become almost mything, of course, with

ing the framework o:f his humanity. This is the rousing news, writes Dr. Qvcrstreet, ---\ 

brought to us by Pavlov•s zexperiment on conditioned responses. It is news, however, 

that cuts both ways. By effective stimuli we can build f'ar more enlightened and cap

able human beings, and by equally effective stimuli we can build creatures in whom 

human powers are dangerously distorted. In the schools that Hitler designed for Kkil 

Berman youth, for example, the meat and bell technique conditioned a woo le generation 

of boys and girls to contempt for non-Aryans, to cruelty to Jews, to spying upon par

ents and neighbors, to unquestioning obedience to the Fuhrer. The Nazi youth, male an::l 
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female, who poured like a scourge over Europe, had been conditioned into creatures un

recognizable as human by common standards of human decency• This is the one vray in 

which conditioning can work., and it is a way we are learning to worry about. 

All through our human society in families, communities, schools, nations, a vast 

amount of co:r.rli tioning is taking place that is inimical to maturity., that it is inim

ical even to human survival. In other words, society today and its institutions are 

not conditioning human beings for complete maturity. 

Nmv, what is a mature person? Well, Professor OVerstreet in his book gives quite 

a number of definitions, all summing up to the same theme. He says: 

A mature person is not one who has come to a certain level of 
achievement and stopped there. He is rather a maturing person, v 
one whose linkages with life are constantly becoming stronger 
and richer because his attitudes are such as to encourage their 
growth rather than their stoppage. A mature person, for example, 
is not one who knovrs a large number of facts. Rather., he is one 
whose mental habits are such that he grows in knowledge and in 
the wise use of it. A mature person is not one who has built up 
a certain quota of human relationships - family, .friends, ac
quaintances, fellow workers - and is ready to call a halt, dis
missing the rest of the human race as unimportant. Ratmr he is 
a person who has learned how to operate well in a human environ
ment so that he continues both to add new people to those whom 
he cares about and to discover rew bases o:f fellowship with those 
already familiar. 

There 1s a beautiful sentence in the Book of Genesis: "And Abraham travelled; he 

kept on travellin~.n He kept on travelling to the South. One of the great Chassidic 

teachers saids "He kept on travelling from one level to a higher level." Abraham 

kept on travelling all his li:fe from one rung oo a higher run upon the ]adder which 

reaches into the infinite. 

That•s what Dr. OVerstreet means when he speaks of maturity as growth. What are 

the criteria of maturity? Well, he enumerates what he cal ls the basic linkages with 

life, the basic tie-ups 'With life which a man must establish in order to grow not only 

into physical adulthood, but into real maturity. And th:3 first of these is what oo 

(/ 

calls the linkage of knovrledge, the linkage o:f lmowledge. Man is born ignorant. IVery 

human being is born ignorc11t, and he must acquire knowledge not o~ to insure his 

animal survival., but that is not enough. Nor is the knowledge which makes for maturity 

merely the mastery of this fact or that fact, or tlrl.s set of facts or that set o:f facts. 
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It is rather the attitude towards kmwledge and the tie-up that exists between a man•s 

knowledge and the situation in which he finds himsel.£. If a man makes no effort, for 

example, to understarrl what is involved in the siilu.tion wherein he is called upon to 

act, upon which he is called upon to exert a decision or an opinion, then ~ is imma

ture. When he is given the right to vote, a ballot, and goes into the voting booth 

ignorant of the issues involved, that man is iIDmature as far as his knowledge is con

cerned. He is not equipped by knowledge to meet the situation confronting him on vrhich 

he is asked to express an opinion or make a decision. If a man take for granted, for 

example, that the knowledge which he novr possesses is sufficient and adequate for all 

future time, he is inunature. If he accepts dogma., however illlpressive, without scrutin

izing it, analyzing it, challenging it, or if he has a pride of opinion which keeps him 

from revising his jud~ent, that man is immature. Knowledge - real knowledge, search

ing, progressive, intolerant knowledge - if you will - is one of the first criteria of 

a mature person. 

OUr sages saids "I.f there is no knowledge, there is no true religion." Becaise 

religion cannot be based on ignorance. "He who increases his knowledge, increases and 

intensifies his life." Because it isn•t how long you live, it•s what you do with the 

years allotted to you, how you crowd them with significance. That•s the first linkage. 

And the second one, according to the author, is the linkage of responsibility. 

Man is born irresponsible. A child is absolutely helpless - an infant - and therefore, 

is irresponsible. With maturity cones a readiness to participate in the chores of life, 

in the bettering of life, and the assumption of responsibility commensurate with our 

powers. "To maturei says Professor OVerstreet,"is progressively to accept the .fact that 

the human experience is a shared experience, too human predica:roont a shared predicament." 

And a mature person does not run a,ray from responsibility. A mature person is not a 

drifter. He is a worker; he is a builder who goes about his work with earnestness, with 

order, without indulging in self-excusing arrl self-dramatizing - an honest worker, who 

assumes the responsibility for doing the job assigned to him in the scheme of things. 

That•s a mature person. 
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There is a third linkage I according to the author. That ' s the linka~ of what 

he calls communication, of words. Most men suffer arrested development of speech -

not that they don't talk enough - an inadequate speech apparatus makes for the medi

ocrity of ideas expressedJ just as stammering and stuttering have their roots in emo

tional disturbances, so other defects of speech - habitual dullress, pomposity, need

less sarcasm., nagging., impertintry, monologuing - all these reveal character defects. 

To be able to acquire knovrledge and to transmit knowledge accurately, you have to have 

a perfected media of speech. That is why the ancients lay so much emphasis in their 

education on what they called rhetoric. They didn't use the tenn as we call it today, 

pompous and flowery speech. Rhetoric was the art of expressing your ideas clearly, 

succinctly, accurately. It 1 s slippiness in expression of an idea that ultimately either 

implies sloppiness in the idea itself or in the way it is received by those to whom you 

are endeavoring to transmit it. 

In the beginning was the word, arrl it is the job of a mature pcspq person to 

perfect the art of communicating his ideas to other human beings. 

And then toore is the linkage of sex. Man is born a creature of diffused sexu

ality, and he must mature according to a specific and creative sexual relationship. 

Sexual immaturity, according to the author, of one sort or another is so prevalent in 

the world today as to seem normal. OUr sex natures go through certain normal stages 

of development. In ear~ childhood when children develop an especial attachment to 

the parent of the opposite sex - the boy for the mother, the daughter for the father -

later on there is the stage of especial attachment to members of the same sex, and in 

adolescence again, especial attachment to members of the opposite sex, and each stage 

is attended by its own intense emotional experieooe which, if misunderstood or mi9-

hardled, lead to all fonns of psychic distortions arrl confiicts, and may lead to last

ing immaturity. 
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And :finally, there is the linkage with society. Every human being is born sel:f

centered, egocentric, completely sunk in his own world. He matures slowly into an 

awareness of his relationship with others - mother, father, brothers, sisters, family, 

friends, the connnunity, the nation, the world l 

Unfortunately., claims the author, in our society today, children are encouraged 

to receive only a limited degree of this social-centricity instead of ego-centricity. 

They•re encouraged to link themselves up, as it were, with people of their own spe

cial group, members of their own special class or race or religion. All others are 

beyond the periphery of their life interest. They are not linked emotionally up with 

them. The author calls this the habit of emphathic provincialism., provincialism in 

human sympathy, and it is the most common emotional block set up against the full 

maturity to the human race. nThe overshadowing tragedy of our human existence, he 

writes, is that so vast a number o:f people grOlf into adulthood with their social 

imagination arrested. They take on the powers of adulthood, but they are incapable 

of feeling what happens to other people, or of greatly caring whether these other 

people fare well or ill." 

The great Hillel gave one of his basic instructions to his disciples: "If I am 

not for myself, 'Who will be for me, but if I am only for myself, what an I?" Nothing. 

A human being whose life's interests are so restricted as to center entirely within 

himself or in his own little extended self - his family - that man is nothing. He 

basn 1t realized his full manhood as a member of the human society, of the human race. 

And tast]y the author urges for maturity linkage with the whole. Man is born in 

a world of isolated particulars and he has to mature into a world of wholes. It is 

in the direction of whole-seeing and whol~thinking that growth must take place. There

f'ore, a man must have a philosophy• A philosophy mea::s that a man has gotten the grasp 

of the totality of life, of destiny, of man•s position in the world. Man is, there-

fore I maturo if he moves in the direction of' wholeness through the linkages o:f know

ledge and of responsibility and commun:1.caticn and of mature sexuality, of' sympathy. 
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t.nod said to Abrahams 11Walk before Me., walk in !ty presence and be thou whole." 

A whole human being., not i'ragmentized and not biased in the direction of one of these 

linkages as against the other, but ahumm being who tries to develop himself equally., 

hannoniously as far as possible along all these channels and avenues of personality 

development. 

I wish I had time to go further into this book., but why should I - the book is 

available, and you ought to buy it and read it. It's very stimu.lati.f€• He calls 

attention., for example, that all the basic mature ideas were known to mankirrl thou

sands of years ago. All the things that he has been saying are not rew things., but 

the ilDma.ture mind of man has been unable to grasp them or has., in trying to unde:r

stand them and being unequipped f'or them., distorted them. He calls attention to the 

great ideas v1hich the Jews gave to the world - the idea of the om spiritual God., 

the Father of all men., and he asks, Look what the immature mind of the human race 

has done with this revelation., this tremendous mature idea which the Jews brought 

X 

into the world. or the idea of social justice., or the moral law., or the concept of x 

love, or the great ideal of reason which the Greeks gave to the 'WOrld., or of the 

rights of the individual which caioo to mankind with the Renaissance, or political 

freedom. What has the human mind dom with these great, mature and sovereign con

cepts? It has been unequal to them because in their training - in home and school 

and church and conununity - human beings have been inhibited from becoming adults, 

from becoming mature. 

Professor OVerstreet makes a scathing attack upon the civilization of the 19th 

century and shows how all its basic philosophies have been those of immaturity. The 

19th century, in its most characteristic developments, was the century of power poli

tics arrl power economics., of aggressive nationalisn., imperialism., of captains of in

dustry, Napoleons of finance. These developments were all justified by the philoso

phie s of the century., whether by the ego-centered, race-centered, and nation-centered 
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romanticism.1 the superman philosophy of Ni•tczche, the struggle far survival, phil

osophies of various evolutionists, or the dialectic materialism of Karl Marx. Never 

perhaps in all history has the madness of mm• s trying to go too far alone received 

such elaborate support. Never perhaps has there been a more va:-ious rationalization 

of :illlmaturi ty or a more tragic handling of authority of the mentally, emotionally, 

and socially immature. 

And the author is equally as critical o:f what we ck> today, of what we read and 

see an:i hear in our newspapers, in our radio, in our movies, in our advertising. 

They contribute, he maintains, to man•s permanent inmaturity. The newspaper has a 

vested interest in catastrophe and its major appeal is to the psychologically mature. 

The radio is geared to mediocrity. The movies are there to provide escape and ful

fillment by phantasy which is the very pattern of psychological immaturity. 

But he is also constructive and not merely negative arrl critical. He po~nts to 

what can be done in the home and in the school and in the church to help man grow to 

being a real human being made in the image of God. He speaks of the difficulties 

which the modern home faces, the snall space, not enough privacy, mother too close 

to children as a dominant psychological farce and father too far a.way; the over

mothering and the under-fathering of children todEJT; the fact that there are too few 

children in the modern family, just making for over-indulgence an:i for Jack of com

panionship for children. He calls attention to the fact that these basic linkages of 

vrhich he has spoken - knowledge, responsibility, sexual maturity, etc. - it is in t~ 

home where these can be best, not taught, but illustrated. 

by example - not by word. The hane is a place for growing. 

Children learn by contagion, 

It is, therefore, :ilnpera-

tively a place where adults must themselves be growing and where there is some knmP

ledge of how growth is accomplished. It is no place :for adults who are unwilling in 

pride or apathy to learn and to keep learning about the peculiar ways of hwnan growth. 
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Again, the hoioo must be a place where all that the pa.rents can learn about psycholo

gical growth as well as physical is given a daily work-out in practice. Finally, the 

home is a place where we can begin to re-make our culture. If our culture has slipped 

into unsound habits or irresponsibility and egocentricity, the home is a place where 

we can begin to mitigate these habits. If' our culture has slipped into carelessness 

regarding human values, the heme is a place where those values can be cherished and 

made to grow and influenced. rr our culture has learned to put a disastrously high 

premium on competition, the hane is a place where the cooperative arts can be a strength 

and a delight. 

And in the same way, the school - our children are taught tD think in the school, 

but within limits. They are not exposed enough to doubts and to curiosity. Education 

is too orthodox and too doE,natic. There is not enough of creative evaluation in edu

cation. There is not enough effort to develop the inquiring mind• What we call edu

cation today is large]y a matter of memory. Children should be taught to solve prob

lems. They should be taught the habits of cooperation in common projects within the 

school. 

And the same way Ylith the church. It is the business of the church, maintains the 

author, to devaluate the concept of the success pattern in life and the power pattern )( 

which are cknni1lclnt in our world today, and to €r.lphasize the pattern of human linkage. \ 

Religion means tying together I binding together. Differences in religions naturally 

need to be respected, but basic to all religioos must be the concept of man as a crea
.,,,-

ture of digrdty whose iiwwit~ destiny is to grow into maturity. 

And so there is a challenge in the book - Keep on travelling from degree to degree, 

from level to level. Jochanim ben Zachai had five pupils. Jochanim ben Zachai was 

the great rabbi who lived in the time of the destruction of Jerusalem and was credited 

with having saved Judaism after the destruction of the Temple a1d the destruction or 

its national life. There were five great disciplies and each one had some great qual

ity, scrne great merit. One of them, Elazar ben .Arach - of him the great Jochanim ben 
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zachai said - his outstanding quality was that he was "like a well., like a spring, 

which continuously increased its strength and its vigor". And of him it was said 

that if' you put all the other pupils on om scale and Elazar ben Arach on the other, 

Elazar ben Arach is equal to the rest of them put together because he was nthe spring 

that was everlastingly replanishing itself and growing in strength". 

And Hillel said., "He who does not increase, decreases." That•s the key to the 

mature mind. 




