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ON BEING FAIR TO YOURSELF 

December 20, 1953 

• My dear friends, Many people need not be admonished to be fair to themselves. 

They are more than .tir to themselves. They are all out for themselves. They are 

absorbed in themselves; they hardly see anybody else but themselves. They seem 

to think that the .,,orld revolves around themselves. They seem to think that the 

world exists only to serve them, enrich them, satisfy them. We call such people, 

because of their accent on themselves, selfish people. There are harder terms 

which are occasionally applied to them. As a rule these people have rather 

thick skins and are impervious to criticism or to the unfavorable opinion which 

their fellow-men have of them. VJhat is even worse, such is their make-up, that 

they are actually unaware of their short-comings and of their unpopularity. 

Society, unfortunately, muet tolerate such people, these self-centered and 

these self-pampering people. They cannot be punished y law, as frequently they 

are within the law. But society has no use for them or any regard for them. 

Because they are not of the material out of which a good society can be built. 

They do not lmow, or knowing, ignore the fact that there is need for a ready and 

willing coooeration between men in order to build that good society - even a 

small unit of that society - the family - no society can exist without a social 

sense of responsibility, of mutual give and take, of sharing of responsibiliti~s 

and burdens as well as of privileges. These selfish people are always ready to 

take but are seldom willing to give, in terms of service or of substance or of 

devotion or of sacrifice. 

In a real sense it is these people who should be admonished about being fair 

to themselves, for of course they are not fair to themselves. They think they are. 

They fail to realize that they are failures in those very areas of lite where they 

want to succeed. They impersonal hanpiness and in the respect of their 

fellow men and in their social security - these people as a rule are unhappy, they 

are not respected, and they are regarded as sort of social castaways by the other 
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members of their group. 

I'm not thinking this morning of these people - those who are not fair to 

themselves because they are selfish. I am thinking of other people, who are not 

fair to themselves not because they are selfish, but because they are either 

thoughtless or improvident or lacking in prudence or over-generous to the point 
either 

of being imposed upon and exploited,by family or by friends or by other members 

of the society. These people, however nobly motivated, are not really contributing 

to the well-being of society, for a good society is not made up of people who are 

exploited, one way or another. A man should look after himself first. A man 

should endeavor to satisfy the legitimate need of his life, and these needs, as 

we shall see in a moment, are not necessarily or exclusively material needs or 

selfish needs. They are the indispensable needs of human life which are not 

socially harmful. It is to these needs that a human being ought to a pply him-

self first and foremost. His own basic, essentially human needs. 

It v1as a very wise man, perhaps the wisest of all the rabbis of the Talmud, 

the great Hillel, who said, 11 I li ~ " I 

11If I am not for myself, who will be for me ?" Now Hillel was certainly not a 

selfish man. He is the man, you will recall, who is the father of the golden 

rule. When asked once by a would-be proselyte to Judaism to teach him the whole 

Torah, the whole a1, the whole of Judaism, while standing on one foot, quickly, 

he said to him, "Yes, I could teach you the whole Torah in one brief sentence. 

•" "Love thy neighbor as thyself . 11 This 

is the whole law. The rest is commentary, though in study. This is the core. 

Thi s is the summary, the whole Torah. So that Hillel was not a selfish man, self

centered in himself, and when he said "If I am not for myself, who will be for me?" 

he was thinking of something quite un-selfish. Hillel is knov,n as the gentle 

Hillel. He came from Babylonia as a young boy, and he was terribly poor, so poor 

that he didn 1t have the pittance, the coin to pay in order to be admitted to the 

school to receive instruction in the Torah. The legend has it that one cold day 
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he climbed to the flat roof of the school and there, through an opening, listened 

so attentively to the instruction that was being eiven below that the snow 

covered him and he was rescued when he was almost perishing from the cold. Hillel 

had in mind on the basis of his hard experiences to reach the position which he 

finally reached, to be the head of the Sanhedrin , the foremost spiritual leader 

of his day, and the greatest among the , the teachers of the ishneh. 

Hillel ha in mind the fact that if he weren't for himself, nobody would have 

been for him. If he himself did not strive and strug le and persist in the face 

of all hardships and difficulties, he never would have achieved the position or 

status which he came to achieve. 

And so it was, this gentle, kindly Hillel who advise people to think of 

themselves. o one will help you if you do not help yourself . Even the most 

loving parents, your closest and dearest ones can only do so much for you and no 

more. They cannot study for you. They cannot train for you any more than they 

can eat or drink for you. You yourself must etucate vourself. You yourself must 

build your own life with your own mind and your own heart and your own hands -

the tools which are yours. Too many people are prone to relegate responsibjlity 

to ohters, the members of a family to lean u on others too much or to the coIDJ11Unity 

or to the country or to government . That is not being fair to yourself . If you 

are not for yourself, no one will be for you, in the long run. And then too in 
to 

pride in this advice to be fair yourself is also the admonition that you must defend 

the ri hts, stand up for your rights. veryone has inalienable rights as a human 

being. In faet our whole democratic society is built on the concept that free men 

will want to defend what is theirs, their rights, and not permit others to tresspass 

upon them, deprive them of them. an should learn to defend his rights, not to 

permit himself to be trampled upon, to be used cynically and selfishly by other 

p ople, regardless of who these other people are. Each of us has a sovereign 
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personality. Each of us has a status and a dignity which others have no right to 

ignore. Parents have rights which children must learn to respect, and so have 

children. Parents are not fair to themselves if they nermit irresponsible and un

iisciplined and demanding children to run their lives and by some subtle tyranny 

to deny them the peace and the decorum and the respect and the cooperation which 

are their due in their home. They're ~oolish if they do it. They are not fair 

to themselves or to their children. 

HUsband and wife are not fair to themselves and to each other if they tres

pass upon each other's life, if they do not hold inviolate the dignity and the 

self-esteem of each other. If through willfullness or domineering or chronic 

bad temper or these manifold forms of selfishness and exploitation they plague 

one another's lives and so frequently contribute to the disruption of a home . 

It is not fair. Friends should not permit themselves to be imposed upon by any 

parasitic friendship, by any clinging and absorbing f'riendship which contributes 

nothing to a give and take and satisfying comradeship but is only an excess of 

importunity. It isn't being fair to yourself. Those who would drain your life 

to feed theirs are not your friends, not those who love you. A man should be fair 

to himself. A man has only one life to leae, and that•s a very short one. No man 

shall depreciate himself, no man should give himself over to self-pity or to self

contempt, noone should be guilty of any sense of wanting self-reliance or self-

• 
assurance or self-confidence. It is the duty of every human being on earth to try 

to soar as high as he can and to go as far as he c n to reach as high as he can. 

an should be f~ir to himself. He should not be tmerely a steoping stone for 

others. But being fair to yourself of course means much more than protecting your

self a ainst.others. You have to protect yourself against yourself, too. One ought 

to ask himself, "Am I makin the most of my life?" "Can I think of myself? Am I 

being fair to DIJlself in terms of myself?" 
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My dear friends, when there isn•t enough to go around, as for example in war 

time nations re~ort to rationing (we•ve experienced that in the last orld War), 

a drastic organization or ~organization takes place of the customary way of living 

of a people in order to insure that that which is available will be put to the best 

and maximum use for the benefit of everybody. And so we have rationing. rhen 

there is abundance and you can have all the things you want, everybody can have all 

the things they want, there is no need for rationing, noone likes it particularly, 

but rationing is supreme wisdom when there isn't enough to go around in order to 

preserve life and to keep a society from total collapse. 

This is true not only of rationing, it is true also of intelligent budgeting 

generally, even in peace time. The provident family budgets itself. It apportions 

its income or its fonseeable income i n order to satisfy in the best possible way 

all the variety of needs of all the members of the ram·1y, putting first thins 

first but striving as far as possible for a well-rounded way of life for everybody. 

And if the budget is limited, the family wisely denies itself luxuries in order to 

satisfy necessities of life. That's plain conmon sense. But the point I am trying 

to make is that if we as human beings wish to be fair to ourselves, we must think 

in terms of rationing ourlives. The resources of our lives are not unlimited. Our 

days on earth are sharply limited. You cannot get more years than here are allotted 

to you. Just so many points, as it were, so many time points in the ration book 

of life and no more. And therefore we cannot afford to waste our time points, to 

waste our talents, to waste our opportunities and to squander our time on the un

essential or to get our life out of balance into a desperate and unsatisfying bias, 

as it were. And j n this instance there is no government other than oursil.ves to en

force such a rationing. We must do it ourselves, and to be fair to ourselves we 

must do it. 

As far as the limitation of life is concerned, the Rabbi said, "At 20, men are 
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ambitious; at 30 they are at their full strength; at LO they have reached a period 

of understanding; at 50 they are prepared to give counsel and advice to others; at 

60 we start getting old; at 70 we are old; at 80 a man must be very strong ·ndeed 

to be in full possession of all his faculties; at 90 we are bowed down to the grave; 

at 100 it is just as if we were dead." There is the rationing book. There it is. 

And as years go on the point values, so to speak, grow less and less as you see. 
J 

0w we all know that, when we stop to reflect, and yet we live anrt spend our 

days as if our days were inexhaustible, as if time were abundant and easily replenished, 

·as if there were no need to budget, to plan for these fugitive years of ours, to 

select, to choose among what is available to determine what is important in order 

to~hieve a satisfying and well-balanced life. 

And another thing to keep in mind is that one cannot hoard life. During 

rationing days you may remember some people tried to hoard, store away, legally 

or illegally, certain commodities. Well you can, I suppose, hoard things, but 

you cannot hoard life. There is no way of doing it. That is why selfish people 

are such stupid people. They think that they are hoarding life when they are 

miserly given to self-aggrandizement. They think they are really hoarding the real 

treasure , the r <"'al values of life. Actually they' re just hoarding things. 

0w to be fair to yourself you must decide, sooner or later, what you want 

most out of life and for what you are prepared to pay the highest price, and w~at 

is next, and what is next to that, and so a b;:i lance in your life. How are you · 

aoportioning your time? Your energy? Your interests? Your loyalties? How often 

o you stop to ask yourself that questi on. How are you apportioning your time? 

How are you rationing your life? How much time should a man give to his work? 

If at the same time that man wants to develop himself, study, enrich himself cul

turally, to have time for play, for social contacts, for community service, for 

religion. Some people work too much. Some people play too much. Some people do 

society too much. I have yet to find peoole devoting too much time to religion, 
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but I su~ ose there are such people. There are people who busy themselves entirely 

too much in community service, which is a very- good thing as far as the service 

itself is concerned. They devote too Much time o helping others and not nough 

time helping themselves. A person who devotes all o his time helping others pre-

supposes that he himself is already a perfect product an 

thinp to help himself. Nobody has yet reached that stage. 

doesn't have to do any

It were better, if 

such people devoted much more of their time to self-cultivation, to solitude and 

meditation and grovn.ng inwardly, spiritually and intellectually. It is not ood 

to have too much time for the world and too little time for yourself. There are 

those who are enga~ed too much in business. The Rabbi said that those who e nae 

too much in business never gravr wise. Of course you can't tell that to many 

businessmen, but the Rabbi said it a long time ago . . at they had in mind was 

wisdom in relation to the totality of life. A man can be very wise in business, 

very keen, very brilliant. That does not make him a ise man as far as the com

pleteness and the totality and the multitude relationships in which a human being 

stands to himself in society. All of his energies are absorbed in the pursuit 

of his business, of his livelihood, and he is spent as far as anythin else is 

cnncerned. I ~no many people who fail to continue any serious study or reading 

or cultural pursuits once they leave school or college and enter professions or 

business. They stop growing. They are not fair to thems lves. joy in 

life in owin, unfolding, coming to know more and nderstand more, 

become more sensitive to more facts of life, I knovr certain scholars and certain 

professional people who study too much, live isolated in a sort of an ivory tower 

of intellectual absorption. The Rabbis here too say that all study w thout work 

must in the end be futile and ma lead to sin, the sin ot arrogance and pride . 

There are men and women who play too much. Play is ooo for relaxation, for 

refresh.~ent. Jan should not always be in a harness of one kind or another. But 

when one•s life is one unbroken ser~es of pleasure-seekin, of entertainment, lacking 

any serious purpose doing notmng significant, makin no contribution to society 



• 

- 8 -

but pampering oneself - that kind of a life is a sort of a peppermint Jife, a rather 

wasted life, and sometimes I think that t hose who pursue pleasures so avidly are 

reall y desperate people who don't know where they're going, don 1 t know what it• s 

all about. 

The wise man, in other words , to sum up what I 1ve been saying, is the man 

who looks after the needs of himself in the fullest sense of the word - his body, 

his mind, his soul. He tries to satisfy all their legitimate needs and in so 

doing finds harmony and that measure of happiness which is possible for mortal 

man to find on earth. 

Of course all this can't be done scj.enti£ically, and I haven 1t any gauge, 

any fixed, hard rule by v1hich you can CBterrnine the proper budgeting and the proper 

rationing. But it can be done reasoncbly well by intelligent people if they set 

up their mind to do it. 
who 

This same Hillel, whom I ~uoted a moment ago, said 

"If I am not for myself, who will be for me ?" al so said 

"If I am only for myself, what am I?" There is a balance. No man is an island 

unto himself. \'lfe live and fulfill ourselves in society and this social loyalty 
essential 

is an ingredient, an essential vitamin, in a well-balanced , wholesome life. If I 

am only for myself, what am I? Even if you do try to be in a true sense of the 

word fair to yourself, develop your mind and your body and your soul, even that 

is not enough. You must learn to integrate yoursel.f harmoniously in the group, in 

the family, in the comr.iunity, in the world in which you live and make your life more 

vital and more meaning.ful through social effort, common enterprise for common well-

bein~. And so together, men who are fair to themselves and fair to others, these 

men will build the good society. Strong individuals, fully developed, harmoniously 

developed, : nsisting on their rights, fully conscious that a man's rights are meaningless 

unless other human beings enjoy similar rights, and that it is by one free man working 

with another free man, voluntarily, .for the well being of both and of all, that a 
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god society comes to be built . If I am not for myself, who will be for me? But 

if I a for myself only, what am I? And, and this is the third part of Hillel•s 
great saying, "And if not now, fuen?" • e are you going o start b~ing f ir to 
yourself? Next year? Five JIB.rs from today, ten years? When you have made your 
pile and accumulated all you want , then you will set about being fair to your 
mind and to your scul? You'll never have an opportunity, perhaps . ou 1ll 

probably be too tired or spent by then, or perhaps you may not even be around . If 
not now, 

• If not now, today, when? 
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