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THE IMPORTA CE OF MY SELF 

December 2, 1951 

When I announced my subject last SUnday morning, "The Importare e of· My Self't, 

a dear old lady of 90 was heard saying, "I should like to come next Sunday morning 

to Temple because I Slould like to Jo,c,,r a little more about the Rabbi.~ ell, I 8Jll 

not going to speak this morning about the importance of my9elf - or rather, I am go

ing to speak this morning about the importance of my self and your self and every-

0 ne 1s self. 

Principles, my dear friends, are important. Institutions are important. 

Systems are important. B·rt. most important of all is man himself• A:11 principles 

and all institutions and all systems exist for man, and are determined by him. If 

man is regarded as insignificant and unimportant, then e.11 these principles and in

stitution and systems have no point of reference. They become social abeITa ions, 

agencies of human degradation. On the other hand, if m~n himself is base ~nd infer

ior, then his principles ad his instjtutio sand his systems will share in that 

baseness and inferiority. 

Everything in our social life begins with man - I, you, he or she, individu

als. The rabbis say that only one single man was created in the beginning of the 

world so that everyone will have the right to say, «For my sake was the whole world 

created." one human life is as important as the whole world. "He who preserves 

one human life,11 say the rabbis, 11 it is accounted unto him as if he preserved the 

whole world. He who destroys one hwnan life, it is charged to him as tf he des

troyed the whole world." Man is equated with the whole world. 

According t~ our tradition which, when not ta.ken literally, reveals a pro

found J!'piritual trutn always. Adam and every one of his descendants was created in 

the image of God. • an is excelled, is preferred 

f'rom among all created things because he was created in the image of God. And the 

rabbis say that he wisely, that this fact conferred upon man meant not only distinc-

tion and importance but uniqueness. 
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fan stamps marry coins with one di, and they are all like one to another, 

But God hac; stamped every man with the die of the first man, and yet not one of 

them is like his fellm11nnan.'' There is difference, there is di5tinctiveness to 

every human being. Jevertheless, they must all , e united in divine kinshi!J, ore 

v,i th another. 

Man is imoortant and man is uni qua. t When a man goe o 'I-ii s w y," say the 

sages, na t1:oup of angele precedes him, Pnd they proclaim, 1Make way for the image 

of the H ~ One, bless d e He' ,n 

Emerson said the very same thing in another y. "There is a great respon

sible t.hinker and actor moving wherever m~ves a man." "A true man ·s the center of 

th:· ngs." Now., man does not der ~ ve his importance from the fact that he is perf ec • 

an is not nerfect. Man is limited in many days. His days upon earth are few. He 

is b0rn unto trouble. He is given to sin and t acksiiding. Io, his importance 

does not rest on th€ fact that he is au rfect bei~g. In fact, he is full of im

perfections. 1 at is Man that Thou art mind ul of him, anti the son of an that 

Thou take st cognizance of him?" Nevertheless ,"Thou h st made him a little lm11rer 

than the angels and hast crowne0 himwi h glory ~nd honor." 

In our sacred literature, dea friends, God always addressed hil~self o 0ne 

single indi\-'i.du~l, th'3 Man. Revelation was al~ays personal, except he one revela

tion, ccorciing to our tr clition, at ;t. Sinai, when it ppe ed to 21 those wh 

stood at the f t of the mount~in that God spoke directly to every one of the im

t.edi te]:y, individually. T: Ten Comma.'1. ent ere giv1.:;n by he One to he one. 

11I am t 1e Lord., r by God.... Thou shalt - hou shalt ot 1 'i'l'.ou shalt love thy neigh

bor BC3 thyself.f second pcrsorm singular. 
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And similarly, the tru€ believe saw hi . self i n very direct nd personal, 

unmediated re]atl nship t , • s God. 'The Lor is rr:, she l rd. I shall not want •• •" 

"The Lor is my light a d my sal ation •• • 1 sougl~t the Lord n H e me nd 

deli ered me rora all r:.ry fears. n rt 1 s amazing w .e y ,JJ. read thro- gh the great ook 

of PsaJms , the outrouring of the r eligious oul of an, ho r much of it is written in 

the first person ingular an directed tc ards Go. 

Every an is import nt , and no o ly the 'nd of man , not only t e spirit of 

m n, b t the body 0.1. man, too , 1s important. The gre:..t Hille once took ! eave of 

is d scip es , apJ. he~ ac:keJ him why he a leaving them for a time , and.he said, 

"I am going to bat e . I e .. g0:!'lg to perf rm a pious <leed . 11 And the:, said to hi.!ll , 

y, is this a pious eed?11 ' 1y , 11 he said, nee t9.inly • Di ~ ou ever. see he 

templ sand the circuses of the pagans? They ave there t~e images of their kings 

and their rulers , and they charge a n to was those images, polish the •• of 

respect for heir idols , for their images. HO't much more so mus I , ho am made in 

the imaee of u d, pclj i, sh my b 1y, which is he temple of my soul in which the 

spi it of Go resides.n 

11 th~t is norm.al in man , th8t is una· '1 e an ... un, verte of hi desires , 

of his easures , are important , for they he:p to bring enjoyment and happi..~ess and 

satisfactions in his life , and these enjoyment and satisfactions are important . 

They help to preserve his life normally and to preserve the order of ·i:,hings . .an is , 

of en rse , not an i land unto hi~nself . He is born into a fami 1_y and becomes a mem

ber of a community, and e is subject to the influences of environment and heredity. 

He .:. inextricably linked to numerous relatio.1ships a so ., daughter , brother or 

sister, husband r ·re , ather or mother , neighbor , friend , citizen . As a mm de-

1'elops and grows , the number and the variety of his associ atio s and hls identifi-

ca ~nns , his fellowships :in his bu iness , in ic l_)rofession , in his vocation, multi

ply and e:~tend . The more intere ts ,,hi.ch a mar. comes to develop in life , cult· al 
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or soc·a, he more contact he a~s, t~e more bonds he e t.a.blishes, the more in

volvements and commi.tr.ients €n"'· e. A man becomes part of a veritable ne :.-rork of 

associations in which he must find ou+ .et for hi.mseli' and fulfillment as ell as 

balance and h~rmony between -f:ihe obligations demanded of e .:J.ch one of his relatio 

ships which at times ar in conflict, one with another. 

But always, in ~he midst of all these numerous con~ections and as oc·~tions, 

•always at the core of all things remains the an hi mself and his undissolved ad 

::.1rviolate personality, the center of al_ things. Society is 1ade up of in .; vi.duals. 

The community is a fellowship of individuals. Goverrunents exist to mak secure the 

1ives of individuals ~nd t ad ust their conflicting differences and to advance 

their common good. 

Now, this has not always been ,h11 accepted dcctrine, A.nd in o..ir day i has 

been mos olently, and I ~m afraid, to a large degree, successfully challenged. 

Behind the totalitarian stems of Fascism an . aziism an Com.'!lunism are octrines 

and pm losophies which either negate a +,ogether or deprec • ate the importance of the 

individual, which exalt the all-inportance of the state, of the community, of the 

col AOtive. In varying degrees and emphase they all share this concept of the un

conditin.41 supremacy of the community over the i dividual, of the monolithic soci

ety, of the thor, gh coordination, the "Gleichschaltung" of all men. 

Now, ;tis not that these new systems give society or the community prior

ity over the interests of the indiv:i dual. That, even democracies have lo , but 

after all, the very welfare anri progress of the indiviu.nal is contingent upon the 

progre s and the preservation of the ~ommunity as a whole. But these ne1 philoso

phies, these pseudo-philosophies I claim for the communi t.y and for the group, for the 

collective - whatever it may be - a self-centeredness, an indenendence and sover

eignty all of their own. They claim for them inherent rights, inherent authority, 

which they regard as prior to the rights not only of a gi n irrlividual, but of all 
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indivi~1als, or of a ma ~r~ty of the individuals. The indivi ual to t~em i only 

a representative, an expression of the group. His life has meaning on]y as it is 

related to the all-dottl.nant and overwhelming group. His right derive frcm his 

gro p. He has no inalienable rights of his own. There is r.o primary and indep n-

• dent spiritual franchise for man in this system of thought. Man fulfills himself 

not through the development of his UJlique personality oil or of his special endow-

ents, through cooperative effort with fellow human beings, but man fulfills himself, 

according to tilis philosophy, through c omplete self-surrender, self-effacement, and 

the total imm rsion in some some kind of tribalism, whether it be the tribalism of 

the nfolktt, of a blood cult, or a proletarian class, t.he tribalism of some closed 

group. 

And as a corollary to all this, the sublimation of the collective and the 

~1bordination of the individual, there follow~, of course, the doctrin of the om

nipotent leader, f'uehrer, duce, who becomes the true embodiment of the omnipotent· 

. state or society, and the unconditional obedience of everyone else. That, of course, 

is the basis of all foms of dictatorship. And dictatorship is the death of all the 

i<ieals of human equality nd human freedor.i. 

Now, t~ese aberrations, these philosophies have had a great vogue in our 

generation. They are respor.sible for many disastrous political experiences in the 

world, including a tragic world war. Judaism has always waged war upon these con

ceots of the absolutist ruler and the transcendent and impeccable state. Judaism 

has always emphasiz d the importance of the individual and of Man himself. Man 

possesses certain rights which are his inalienably, which have bee j given him not 

by the state or by society or by the class, but by God, his creator. And all men 

and all races are 3qual in the sight of God, and are distinguishedonly by the merit 

which they achieve, by the worth which they acquin, persona ly, by the service which 

they render to God and to mankind. And every man, whatever his race or his color 1 
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every man, whatever his position in life, is precious in the sight of God. And 

evecy human being, however humPle, is ma.de secure within a law, within an inviolable 

moral law which is binding upon every one, whether he be king or nobleman or com

moner, whether he be an individual or the collective. They are all subject to an 

over-arching law. The State can sin. The collective can do wrong The King can 

sin, and the nobleman and the priest and the rich and the poor and the employer and 

the employee - they can all and do all sin. They are all accountable to a supreme, 

impartial, universal, eternal moral law. And every sinner ::.s free to repent, to 

return, to be saved. 

This new conception which is endangering our world, which is in defiance of 

the whole Jude~hristian tradition, is properly chB~acterized in this paragraph 

which I am reading to you from Bertrand Russell's little volume called "Authority 

and the Individual". 

There are some among philosophers and statesmen who think 
that the state can have an excellence of its own, and not 
merely as a means to the wellare of the citizens. I can
not see any reason to agree with this view. "The state" 
is an abstraction; it does not feel pleasure or pain, it 
has no hopes or fears, and what we think of as its pur
poses are really the purposes of individuals who direct i. 
When we think concretely, not abstractly, we find, in place 
of nthe state", certain people who have more power than 
falls to the share of most men. And so glorification of 
the 11 state" turns out t.o be, in fact, glorification of a 
govermment minority. No democrat can tolerate such a fun
damentally unjust theory. 

Well, today the status of the individ~al is endangered by this concept of 

the omnipotent state. There were other ages in which this status of the individual 

was endangered by other social or even theologic considerations. There were .those 

theologians who endeavored to exalt to such bights the omni-importance of God, and 

so they reduced man to a state of utter abject lowliness and worthlessness. we firrl 

that point of view held by religious people from time to time challenged in the book 

of Job. Then Job refuses to justify the ways of God by charging himself' with sin 

which he knows he did not co.rmnit and which his friends are endeavoring to persuade 
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him that he must have secretly, knowingly or unknowingly, commit+,ed. Job would not 

do violence to the integrity of his own personality in order to vindicate the jus

tice of omnipotence. 

In the sight of God, I am important, you are importa t, to a degree un

dreamt of in modern society where the individual is being reduced to el!l automaton, 

to a robot, to a frightened and abashed subject, in a ruthlesscy domineering soci

ety. 

Well, the importance which my religion ascribes to me, dear friends, and 

to you does not derive from place or position, from wealth or ancestry. These are 

badges which men display from time to time to impress their fellow-men. But in

trinsically they are not indices of importance• Importance stems from within, from 

character, from our intellectual and spiritual aspirations. It wells up from the 

intern-~.l seas of our personality. A radiant soul is a man• s true dignity and is the 

real testament of hjs importance to himself and to society. 

"It is not th place which a man occupies" "It is the man 

who honors the place." The "importance of my self is to be found in what I earnestly 

and sincerely and worthily try to do - that•s what makes me important." 

Now, being important and feeling myself important does not mean feeling rrry

self self-important or self-satisfied, self-sufficient, proud. God hates pride a.nd 

arrogance. And so do men. an I s pride will bring him low. A man who is aware of 

his import4nce to himself and to others will have the imagination to be humble. ttthe 

greater thou srt," we read : n the book of the Apochrypha, "the more humble thyself. 

Thy shalt find favor before the Lord." Torah, 

learning, wisdom are acquired through humility. Now, humility is neither weakness 

nor self-effacement. Humility does not derive fro~ timidity or servility, but .from 

strength and wisdooi. Humility, in the last analysis, is a kind of reverence in the 

sight of the majesty and the mystery of all that is ba.ffiing and unpredictable and 

impenetrable and glorious in life and nature and man. Hpility is that kind of 
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reverence in the presence of one 1s own place and role in this tangled skein of 

things, reverence in the presence of our own baffling personal d3stiny. 

And so a wise man is a humble man., a modest man. Now I a modest man is not 

a lea 1ing willow. A modest man can be tempered steel. He knows his worth and will 

not permit anyone to trespass upon the sacred recepts of hie being. Bat a modest 

man will never give offense by thrusting his self-estimate upon others, nor will he 

stultify himself or impede himself or embarrass himself socially by egotism because 

egotism is reB.lly only the ugly rash of personality small-pox. 

Because I am important, much is expected of me and much must I expect of 

m_yself. I must live up to the promise arrl the challenge cf my life. I must educate 

myself to the utmost and to th€ very end. I must explore every cranny of my heart 

and of my min~ for no one knows hi.sown true resources until he has exolored them, 

You never know wl-iat you are, what you are capable of, until you have tried to find 

out. 

Because I regard myself as important, I respect myself. Reverence of self 

is the beginning of All vi~tue. Because I revere mysel.f, I have reverence for my 

being, I will try not to toop, not to truckle under, no to bt cheap, not to sell 

myself cheap, not to do the things which degrade - not out of fear of be·ng found 
. 

out or fear of punishment, but· out of reverence for my-self or the God that is in me . 

Because I think myself imoortant, I will try to re]y on myself at 11 times until 

the utmost, drawing upon my own confident strength as far as possible, remembering 

always, of course, that often we need the help or the strength of others. I must 

therefore be pre ared to sha e my strength with others when they need t . No man is 

completely suffic-ient unto himself. But onemust not b "ld his lif€ upo11 the backs 

of others, no 1 ..... t ne in every crisis of :us life, rely pon others, and fa_ljng 

to rely U!)on :mself1 resign hl m elf to utter defeat, 
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·e 0 cause I think of my life as important, I will on occasio. s ~ake sacrifices 

for other lives which I regard as as important and perhaps more important than mine. 

Noblesse hlige. To be noble is to act nobly. Nevertheless, l will refuse to make 

needless sacrifices for the sake of others who may be less important and fo~ causes 

hich I regard as less imoorta t than mrself. I will refuse to be exploited by 

others who would live off me, and I see no reason for sacrificing myself for others. 

My' life is as i~portant as the life of my neighbor. 

I "?rill live for myself, but in so doing, I must 11 e for others. 
not 

"If I am/for myself, who will be for me?" 

"But if I am for myself only, what alll I?" Because I regard myself a important, 

I must learn to stand alone sometimes and to differ with the people about.zr..e. When 

II\Y convictions run counter to theirs, I must learn to defend my ideas, once I have 

assured myself of their validity, of their t uousness - I must learn to defend 

them. I must learn to speak the truth in kindnes , to be sure, but al,1ays t,o speak 

the truth. It is sometimes imperative for the salvation of my soul and for the 

vindication of myself to defy the whole world. I must learn the :importance of being 

important. nrn the place wher there are no men," said Hillel, "strive thou t.o be 

a man," - to be thee man. And Wt en we are once constrained to do just that and the 

world's displeasures are visited upon us, we must learn to suffer and endure indig

nity as befits the son of God. 

Now, in this vast impressive world in which we find ourselves, dear friend·, 

we are prone to think of 0•1rselves as more or less helpless h'1Llan being~. What can 

we do about all that is wrong in the world today? What can I personally do? I can 

do nothing. Maey people feel that way about it. They are overwhelmed by the mach

inery, by the apparatus, by the organization, by the scale and mass of everything 

about them. They regard themselves inadequate to affect the course of trings. 



• 
... 

-10-

That, of course, is the end of democracy ad of :f'reedom in the world, and 

that is the end of the deveiopment of human personality. We ought to remember at 

all times that whatever is done in this world is done by men like ourselves, for 

good or evil, for weal or woA J whatever happens in this world is the work of . uman 

beings, of men. 

The Stalins and the Hitlers and the Mussolinis are just ordinary human be

ings, ordinary in terms of the common destiny which they share as human beings wi 1h 

all other human bei r.gs. And so a re the great and the good of the orl ho have 

helped to advance the progress of mankind. They., too, are huznan beings like our

selves. 

We must not depreciate ourselves, o~ importance. we can affect the course 

of th5 ngs if only within the little world in which e move anJ rave our being, with

in the circumference of our life ts influence, and tens and thousands and millions 

0 f other human beings because aware of the strength which is in them and poor their 

strength together, that force becomes colossal and irresistible. We mnr it to our

selves to regard ourselves important and then to proceed to a cquaint ourselves -with 

all that is happening about us, to ascertain the facts, not to be victimized by 

propaganda, not to howl with the mob, not to be stampeded by slogans e.nd catchwords -

that is, to sacrifice your individuality, but to sift., screen, test and analyze to 

the best of your ability everything that you see or hear or read. Not everything 

that you read in the columns of your newspapers or hear over the radio is so . Much 

of it isn 1t so at all. Much of it is only partially so . Use your knowledge, your 

insight, your wisdom, your moral sense to weight and measure and balance and arrive 

at your own conclusions , and when you have arrived at conclusions, then learn to 

speak up - speak up unafraid. You will inspire others to do likewise . When the 

voices of men of g0od will are beard in the world, the action of the dark forces may 

be checked, 
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organize with other men and women and e A1Jress your power through your bal

lot, through other vehicles and agencies available to you. .Activate your person

ality 1 Give it social significance by active participation in the lifa of your co~ 

munity, of your city, of your state, of you= government. Because of our weakness, 

because we are accepting that which the dictators of the world want us to accept, 

that individually we are of no account, can do nothing, we have been prone to shake 

off our personal responsibilities by loading our government with all that 1s wrong 

in +,he world today. Whenever we find anything wrong, we blame authorities ft the 

state government or national government. Well, it isn•t that they are free of all 

blame - far from it 1 But after all, in the last analysis., if there is anything 

wrong in the world, if there is anything wrong in government., which is permitted to 

endure for long, the wrong is with ourselves - us, you and me, individuals - and 

therefore., we must begin the improvement of society with ourselves. We must go back 

to the idea the the moral in.junctions were given to us as indivj duals. "Thou shalt 1 

Thou shalt not 1" 

And so perhaps our age needs a new emphasis today. The emohasis of the in

dividual., the importance of the individual., the dignity of the jndividual life , the 

inviolability of personality - but •t the same time., the mandates and the sanctions 

and the duties, the compelling duties incumbent upon the individual., to do what he 

can, to make straight all that is crooked, and to set right what :is wrong in the 

world. 
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;HI _:MP<)RTAIEE /P ~SEIP - Sermon, The Temple, ' 
December 2, 1951 

I o 

Principles are important. Institutions are important. Systems are 

important. But most important of all is man himself. All principles, institutions 

and systems exist for man, and are determined by him. I:t man is regarded as in 
..., 

significant and unimportant, then all these principles and 1natitutions and systems 

have no point of reference. !hey becane social aberrations, agencies at human degra

dation. On the other band, tr man himaelf is base and inferior, then his principles 

ud his instl~uilona and his systems will share 1n that baseness and inferiority. 

The rabbis sa:y that only one single man as created in the beginning 

of the world so that eTeryone will have the right to say, u~or my sake vu the 

whole vorld created." One human lite is as important as the whole world. "He who 

preserves one human life, it is accounted unto him as it he preserved the Y1lole 

vorld. He who destroys one human life, it 1s charged to him as if he dest,,.......,d the 

whole world." Man is equated with the whole world. 

Accordillg to our tradition, Adam and eYery one at his descendants 

,,, created in the image of God. Man is preferred from endmg all created things 

because he was created 1n the image of God. AM the rabbis say that creation con

ferred upon man not only distinction and importance, but uniqueness. "Men st81lp 

many coins vi th one die, and they are all like to one another. But God baa stuaped 

every man with the die of the first man, and yet not one at them is like his fellow 

man." There is d.1:rference, there is distinctiveness to f!/ftry humaa being. 

theless, they mu.st all be united 1n divine ~nship, one with another. Man is important 

and man is unique. "When a 111&11 goes on hia way," say the sages, . "a troop ot angels 

precedelJhtm., 

He."' '\~ 

and they proclaim, 'Make way tor the image at the Holy One, blessed be 

Emerson said the very same thing in another way. "'!here is a 

great responaible/ t~nkl'Jr and actor moring 1rherever 1110Yea am." "A true man is the 

center ot thinga." Now, man does not derin his importance tran the tact that he is 

pertect. Man is not perfect. Man is lWted in many wa:,a. Hi• days upon earth are 

tev. Be is born unto trouble. He 11 ginn to aiD and backsliding. Bis importance 
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,·, 
does not rest on the :tact that he is a perfect being; in :tact he is :tull at im

perfections. "What is man that Thou art mindful ot him~ and the son of man that 

i'hou takeat) cognizam:e ot hUl?" 'll'evertheleaa, "Thou hast - mde him a little 

lover than the angals, and hast crowned him with glory and honor." 

In our sacred literature, God always addressed Himself' to the single 

indiYidual, the man. Revelation is alvaya personal, except the one revelation at 
/vi 
• Sinai, when it appeared to all those who stood at the too• of the mountain; ) 

God spoke~ directly to every one ot them. The Ten ~awandaents were given by the One 

to the one. "I aa the Lord, thy God ••. " "'l'hou shalt/ ... " "!hou· shalt not ... " "Thou 

shalt love thy neighbor as thyself'." SecODd person s1ngular. 
s 

S1m11.arly, the true believer aav himael:t 1n a direct, pe~;, 
his 

and umaediated relationship to God. "!he Lord is my she~. I shall not vant ... " , 

"'l'he Lord is ray light and my salva&ion ... 11 sought the Lord an4 He heard me a.ad 

delinred me from all my tears." It is amazing vb.en/you read through the ~ook at 
\ 

Psalms, the outpouring of the religioua soul ot man, 1:low much of it is written in 

the first person siDgular, and directed towards God. 

Every man is important, and not only a the mind. ot man, not 

only a the spirit ot man, but a the body ot Jl&l1 1 too, 1s important. 
/ I _,., VJ 
Hillel 011N 

1::oek leave ot his disciples '4-y asked him why he vu leaving thea, anc1 he said, 

"I am. going to bathe. I - going to pe~rm a pious deed." And they asked him, "Is 

bathing a pious deed?" "Why," he said, "certainly. Bave you wver seen the temples 

and the circnaaes ot the pagans? '!hey have there the iaages ot their kings and their 

rers, and they charge a man to vaah those images, and polish th• out ot respect 

their subject. How much more ao IIU8t I, who am ma4.e 1n the illage ot Goel, 

polish and wash my body, in which the spirit~ God res14es." 

All that ia ncrmal 1n man, hia unabused and unpenerted desires 

and pleasures, are iaportant. !hey help to bring happiness and satistactiona to hia 

lite, and these enjoyaenta and. aatistactiona are important. flley help to 1ru • 
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hia 11:te ~~ and to preserve the order ot things. Man ia, ot course, not 

an island unto himsel.£. He is born into a family. 1111d. becaaes a member of a cOlllllUDity, 

and is subject to the influence ot environment and heredity. lie is inextricably 
or 

linked to mmerous relationships as son daughter, brother or sister, husband or 

wife, father or mother, neighbor, friend, citizen. As a man develops and grows, 
'I 

the number and the variety ot his ass01tiationa and his identifications, his fellov.,. 

ships in his business, in his J!:Jtressi~, in his vocation multiply and extend. 
\Y 

'!'he more interesta vhich a man develops, cultural or social, the more contacts he 

makes, the more bonds he establishes, the more involvements and ccmmdtments ensue. 

A man beca:nes part ot a veritable network at assoeiat.ions in which he must find 

eutJet t:• -•fweltaai :tul.f'illment aa veil as balance and harmony between the 
J. 

demanded at each relationahip. 

But always, in the midst at all thes~ nuarous connections and 

associations, always at the core at all things remains the man himeel:t and his 

undissolved., inviolate pereonality. Society is made up of individuals. 'nle c-annn1ntty 

is a tellonhip at individuals. Governments exist to make secure the lives of indivi

duals - to adjust their conflicting ditterencea and to advance their caaon good. 

'!'his has not always been the accepted doctrine, 1111111. in our day 
and, /\ 

it has 'been most violently I am &'t'raid, to a large degree auccesatully, challe~d. 

Behind the tota.l.i tarian aystema at Paacia and lfazils• and CCIW\mism are doctrine• 

and philosophies which either negate altogether or depreciate the importance at the 

individual' vhic exalt the all~importance ot the .State, the ccmaunity, the collective. 

In nry1ng degrees and emphases "T' all share ibis concept ot the unconditional 

sup~ 1 Tot the <'0111un1ty onr the 1n41vidual, at the monolithic society, ot the 

thorough coordiaation, at the K'Gleichecbaltungn- ot all •n . . 
It ia not that these new syatas give eociety or the ~c::wn,.1nity 

priority over the interests at the indirtd----.,_1 b.t, even dellocracies have to do. 

After all, the vel:tare and progress at the individual is a,xqi:gent upon the progress 
/\ 0 

and the preserntion ot the camaun.1.ty as a ~ole. RatherJthese nev philo~e•, 



( these pseudo-philosophies, claim for th.e11••• camnmity and tor the group, tor 

the collective - whatever it may be - supreme independence and sovereignty. !hey 
I 

claim tor them inherent rights, inherent authority, which they rep.rd as prior to 

the rights B not only ot a given individual, but ot all 1ndivi1luals. The individual 

to them is only an expression ot e group. His lite has •an1ng only as it is 
Q.., 

related to he all-dan1nant and overwhelming group. His rights ~ive tran his 

group. Be bas no inalienable rights of his ovn. There is no primary and independent 

through the deyelopnent of his unique personality or his special endovments, or 

through cooperative ettort vith tellow human beings _. man 1lultills himself, 

according to this philosphy, through canplete sel:t-surrender, self-effacement, and 
1 f'v' 

._ total 1Dlnersion sane kind of tribalism, whether it be the tribalism ot the 

"to ot a blood cult,a proletarian class, or 
I' 

,':___.._... . . .... at sane closed group. 

, ___ ,L -----------------~As a corollary to the exaltation ot the collective and the subordina-
~ +-,r ·, r 

pd z... tion at the individual, there follows the doctrine at the canipotent leader, heuer, 

duce, vho becomes the embodiment ot the amipotent state or society, d~mand1ng the -
unconditional obedi ce of everyone else. i'his theory is the basis ot all concepts of 

didtatorship. And dictatorship spells MIii death to all the ideals ot human eqqilijy 

and human treedan. 
~ 

These aberrations have had a great vogue in ou, generation. They are 

responsible for many disastrous political experiences in the world, including a tragic 

world var. Judai811 bas always waged var upon the• concept ot the absolutist ruler and 
~ 

of the transce~ and iapeccable state. Judaism emphasized the importance of the 

individual, of an hillselt. Man possesses certain rights which are his inalienabl'y, 

which have been given him not by the state or by society or by the class, but by God, 

his creator. All •n and all races are equal 1n the sight ot God, and are diatinguiaae 

only by the merit which they achieve, by the worth which they acquire personally, by th 

serrice which they render to God and to mankind. Every man, whatever his race or color, 
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every man, whatever his position in 11:f'e, is precious in the sight of~- Every 
a 

human being, however humble, is to be made secure within ilia _!aw, within an inviolable --
moral law which is binding upon every one, whether he be a king or hobleman or can

aoner, whether he be an individual or the collective. 'l'he state can err. 'l'he collect 

ive can do wrong. The king can sin and the~man and the priest and the rich and the 
0 r,' Porf and the employer and the employee ;;. they all can, and all do, sin. They are all 

accountable to a sui-peme, impartial, universal, eternal moral law. And every sinner 

is tree 1:o repent, to return, to be saved. 

1bis new conception which is endangering our world, and is in 

defiance ot the whole R:lblical tradition, is properly characterized in this paragraph -
from Bertrand Russell's little volume Authority and the individual: 

There are sane philosoppers and statesmen who think 
that the state can have excellence of its own, and not 
merely as a means to the welfare of the citizens. I can-..__,,,, 
not see any reason to agree with this view. "The state" 
is an abstraction; it does not feel pleasure or pa.in, it 
baa no hopes or fears, and what we think of as its pur
poses are really the purposes of individuals who direct it. 
When we think concretely, not abstractly, we tind, in place 
ot ''the state lP certain people who have more paver than 
falls to the share ot most men. And ao glorification of 
tbe•sta .. " turns out to be, in tact, glorif'1cation ot a 
government minority. Ro democrat can tolerate such a 
1\mdamentally unjust theory. 

Today the status ot the individual is endangered by this concept ot 

the amipotent state. There were other ages wlww+ in which the status ot the individual 

was endangered by other •ocial or even theologfical coniiderations. There were 

theologians who endeavored to -MN«w exalt the cnnipotence at God to such heights 

that they reduced man to a state of abject lowliness and worthlessness. We find 

that point of view cbaJ J enged 1n the Book of Job. Job retuses to justify the ways ot 

God by charging hiuel.t Yith sins which he knovs he did not ccmllli.t and which his 

f'riends are endeavoring to persuade hi~ that he must have, eae••4'~knovingly or 
rv 

~oving].y, Cami tted. 

" 
Job wou.ld not do violence to the integrity ot his own personal 

,._/ 

ity in order to indicate the justice of amupotence. 
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In the si~ht of r.od, I am imp.,rtant, you are important, to a degree undreamt 

to a of in '1\0dern aociety,where the individual is being reduced to an automaton . 

robot, to a fri~htened and abashed subje~ in a ruthlessly domineerin~ society. 

6 .. The importance which my reli~ion ascribes to me and to you does not derive 

from place or position, from wealth or ancestry. These are bad~es which men dis

play from time to time to impress their fellow men. BIPt~trinsically they are 

not indices of importance. Importance stems from within, from character, from our 

Iq]f;_prlt1 I/C~ 
intellectual and spiritual aspirations. Jr wells up tram the internal seas of our 

personality. A radiant )Yi- soul is man's true di~nity and is the real testament 

of his importance to himself and to society . ..,. 

{( !t ls not the place which a occupies) it is the 

man who honors the place." imoortanc~ ai J S if ts to be found in what I 

earnestly and sincerely and worthily try to do, .... ~~--••••• • • •••••.,.._.. 
/'\ 

lilslr, in~ imnorl tant and feel in~ myself important does not mean feelin~ W 
\./ or 

91111W self-im ortPnt or self-c:atisfied~ self-sufficlen~ proud. ~od hates pride and 

arrogance. And so do men. Man's pride will hrin~ him low. A man who is aware of 

his iml)ortance to himself and to others will have the ima~ination to be humble . 

"The ~reater • thou art1_; we read in the Apocrypha, "the more humble thyself. 

Thou shalt find favor before the Lord." 

d,1\~wisdom ar~ acquired throu~h humility . 

ftS,"'i ; n J ~l ; :ni.ir Torah, learning, 

"') 

Humility is neither weakness nor self- ef 

facement. Humility does not derive from timidity or servility, but from stren~th 
. be+<>r 

and wisdom. Hu ility, in the ast analysis, is a kind of rever;.nce l r i tght. 

I'\ 
~ the majesty and the mystery of all that is baff lin~ and unpredicl table and 

\.1/ 
a... 

impenetrable and ~lorious in life and nature and man. Humility is ~ kind of 
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Because I think of my life as important, I will on occasions make sacrifices 

for other lives which I regard.,, as important as, and perhaps more important than 
... 

mine. Nevertheless, I will refuse 

to make needless sacrifices for the sake of others who may be less important and 

for causes which 
ttrsa:teem, 

I ,r:egn 11 11 l@z s 1aps2ca1tt b,hs 21 11:Jaa l.f. I will refuse to he ex• 

ploited hy others who would live off me• 

fl ~ life is as important as the life of my n ~hbor. 

I will live for myself, but in so <loin~, I must live for others. 

ff If I am not for myself, who wi 11 be for me?-. 

~ut if I am ont_, for myself, what am I? 11 -µecause I r d myself as important, 

I tTllst learn to stand alone sometimes and to differ with the people about me. •hen 

my convictions run counter to theirs, I must learn to defend my ideas, once I have 

assured myself of their validit o def-1!nd the111. 

I must learn to speak the truth, in kindness, to he sure, but always to speak 

the truth. It is sometimes imperative for the salvation of my soul and for the 

vindication of myself to defy the whole world. I must learn the importance of 

being important. "In the place where there are no men," said Hillel, "strive thou 

to be 

l the world's 

indi~nity as 

be the man. And when we are gaae constrained to do just that and 

displeasures are visited upon us, we must learn to suffer and endure 

IA.-
befits MN! son of God. 

/ 1 O ow, 

'/ ltJ to think of ourselves as more or less helpless l:nc n hein~s. What can we do 

in this vast impressive world in which find ourselves, we are prone 

about al that is wron~ in the world today? :lhat can I personally do? I can do 

nothin~. Manv people feel that wa about it. 'Tlley are overwhelmed by the machinery, 

hy the 

them. 

apparatus, hy the or~anization, by; the scale and mass of everythin• around 

/J 1· 
They a~ ff t emselves inadequate to ffect the course of thin~s. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF MYSELF 

, , The Temple, December 2, 1951 

'(~es• at: .:nPrinciples are important. Institutions are important. 

Systems are important. But most important of all is man himself. All prin

ciples, institutions and systems exist for man, and are determined by him. 

If man is regarded as insignificant and unimportant, then all these principles 

and institutions and systems have no point of reference. They become social 

aberrations, agencies of human degradation. On the other hand, if man him

self is base and inferior, then his principles and his institutions and his 

systems will share in that baseness and inferiority. 

The Rabbis say that only one single man was createcfin the beginning 

of the world so that everyone will have the right to say, "for my sake was 

the whole world created." One human life is as important as the whole world. 

"He who preserves one human life, say the rabbis, "it is accounted unto him 

as if he preserved the whole world. He who destroys one human life, it is 

charged to him as if he destroyed the whole world." Man is equated with the 

whole world. 

According to our tradition, Adam and every nne of his descendants 

was cre~ted in the image of God. i.O I j { 
( 

excelled, is preferred from among all created things because he was created 

in the image of God. And the rabbis say that this fact conferred upon man 

meant not only distinction and importance, but uniqueness. 
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