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T'm INGRE 1i..1~TS OF A GOOD LIFE 

October 31 , 19Sh 

::rn our syna OP,"aes , Jear friend,.. , over this v eekend., there is rea rom the 

'Torah that portion which tells the storv , the le ,..,.end of oah d the Flood . 'I'he 

'"ener tion of r oah h3d bec01 .e corrupt; because of ·1ickedness and violence, the 

ord determ·ned to destroy thet ,..,.eneration, to 1,iJe it out complete.1.y . And as ya.1 

, i_l reca li. thc1t le end, ,,hi.ch is rather a universal than a specj fie HebrRic le end 

the Lord commande 1oah to uild for h.i.. self n ark so tha.t he :1nd his family mi ht 

enter that ark and so that he m:i 'ht b ing into the ark two of each species of li vin~ 

thin s , so t 1at ·vhen the flood subsj des li e •1ill st · 11 remain on earth . nd in 

the story in the Bible, 1oah receives specific inst uctions from the ord how to 

build th t ark . It is to be bui:Et o~ the ri • t ci nd of wood - ___ opher wood . t is 

to be well and strongly built . It is to be pit 1i thin an vd thout v,i th ;.,itch 

to cesist the fury of the wa ers . It is to be bu·1t of rover dimentions so 

1 d!y cubits in lenrth nd so many cu its n ridth, in hei ht . ovisions were to 

e made in the specifications for doors and for w~ ndor.rs , and the ark was to be of 

proper a_ran ements with lov,er ano second nd third stories . 

y..-:.ry lesson. an be learned out of any le end , and here is one lesson I derive 

out of the reading of the sto J of 1oah in h book of nesis - ml h thought ,nd 

planninp- must f,O intu the building of a ship , a ship that is to carry a reci O11s 

car ·o a.s j n the case of roah , a car ~ow hich would insure the survi v2l of life upon 

the planet · mucn thou.aht, and plannin"' must o into a ship th~ w: 1 be able to 

outride the stor ,sand the floods . o need a blueprint or t e building of a rood 

shj p . You need a blueprint for the bu· 1ctini;r of a oo l:i fe . or every h1man life 

st at come time or other outride storms and floods - to r · de safely throu h the 

torms. 
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The ship of one's life must be built of the right material, sound workmanship, 

proper proportions, proper dimensions, properly arranged, properly organized; else 

there is always the danger of a shipwreck when the buffetting of the elements sets 

in. 

The building of a good ship is a fine art, and so is the building of a good 

life. And it takes a fine art and great skill to save a ship. I believe it was 

Joseph Conrad who wrote "Of all the living creatures upon land and sea, it is 

ships alo• that cannot be taken in by barren pretenses, that will not put up 

with bad art from the masters." There can be no bluff and no pretense about a 

ship. It must be solidly and honestly built and competently and skillfully navi­

gated. That is true of a good life. 

So when I ask myself what are the ingredients of a good life, what makes up 

a good life, how do we build a good life, I think of a ship. First arrl foremost 

how do we construct a ship? In a way the building of a good life differs from the 

building of a ship - the building of any structure, for that matter - because in 

the fashioning of one•s life other hands besides our own have a hand, not merely 
. 

the individual whose life it is. There is, for example, heredity, where you have 

invisible hands of many generations of the past, who quite unconsciously mold the 

yet unborn lives which are to spring from them, who mold our lives. Invisible 

hands of the past, unknown to us, have already had a hand in fashioning and molding 

us. 

There are our parents, who take over the building of our lives, our habits, 

our character in our early, in our very formative years. There is the social 

environment - the schoo.l, the playmates, the friends, the coi1JT1Uni ty tastes, its 

standards and conventions. They all have a hand in the building of the ark of 

our life. e do not control all the material which goes into our lives, nor make 

all the major decisions as to how it should be built, and those are the limitations 

under which we operate. 
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Nevertheless, in the last analysis, if we are normal human beings, it is we 

ourselves who make the great, the decisive, the most important decisions which have 

to do with the buil ding of our lives. And by the exercise of our intelligent and 

informed will, it is we ourselves who give the final directions as to the course 

which our life is to take. If necessary we make basic revisions of what others 

have tried to do with our lives. 

But to go back to the simile of the ship - a good life, like a good ship, 

must in the first place be built on an even keel. That is i ~portant to remember. 

It must be well balanced. A ship that lists too much, in one direction or another, 

soon finds itself in grave danger in a rough sea. Vfuen the ballast of a ship 

suddenly shifts from one side or the other, then there is real danger and terror 

for those who are aboard it. All ships, of course, roll and toss in high seas, 

but none so badly or so dangerously as a ship that is not balanced, has not been 

built on an even keel. 

To avoid imbalance is one of the surest ways of averting frustration in life 

and defeat in life. What do I mean by imbalance? I mean not to permit any one 

of the constituent elements of our lives completely to monopolize us to the exclusion 

of all the others. e must learn to satisfy all the legitimate needs of our lives, 

the legitimate needs of our bodies, of our minds, of our souls. And on this both 

Greek and Hebrew ethical thought are completely in agreement. The Greeks speak of 

nothing to excess. This is not intended as a mechanical, a calculated counterpoise, 

as it were, between the extremes of excess and defeat; it is not a matter of can­

putation - how much we give to our bodies and how much to our minds and how much 

to our souls, but it refers to an intelligent, to a wise technique which we should 

employ for a continuous and for a mounting life of aspiration and fulfillment. 

The great Jewish philosopher, Maimonides, said that the middle of the road 
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is the way of the (Hebrew), the way of the wise man. Take hold of this., for 

of this too do not let go. 

Balance in life. Some men spend themselves in satisfying the demands of 

their bodies to the exclusion of the legi.timate demands of their intellect., their 

spirits. others canpletely ignore their bodies and through practices of asceti­

cism and self-denial think of cultivating perfectly their souls, and others spend 

their lifetime maximally in intellectual pursuits., neglecting both body and soul. 

The "wise man" keeps the balance in his life, like a good ship. 

That does not mean that our lives must be lives of calculated prudence -

not to do anything that will disturb us., challenge us. The second ingredient 

of~a good life is that of aspiration., of ideals., of quest, of fervor, of fine 

ideals. The good life frequently involves struggle. ometimes we have to fight 

for a good cause which will enrich our own lives and the lives of the people 

about us. Every good life has some beckoning dream, something which beckons and 

summons and challenges us. Over and over again in our sacred book we are told 

to press on to know God, to seek justice and pursue it., to seek peace. Time 

and time again we are summoned to action and mission, and if need be, sacrifice. 

Even in the quest of an ideal we ought not to forget balance. , e ought to 

try to bear in mind always what is desirable and what is feasible, what is ultimate 

and what is immediate. By so doing our quest of an ideal will not suffer from a 

consuming impatience and a continuous frustration of spirit. And we must always 

remember to share our burdens with others and to share our burdens with God in 

the quest of our ideals. 

The unbalanced lire is the unfulfilled life. It is well, for example, to 

strive for success; it is a legitimate concern of human life - to succeed. But 

we should strive not for a narrow kind of success - success merely in our profession 

or in our business. We should try for a success in relation to our total life. 
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Success, for example, as a father, as a mother, as a husband, as a wife, as a son, 

as a daughter, as a friend, as a citizen. These are all areas where men should 

strive for success, equally as important if not more important than the common 

success.fer· which most of us strive. It is well to strive, for ex.ample, for 

wealth. There is nothing wrong about striving for wealth; there is nothing 
. 

virtuous about poverty, and it is as difficult for the poor man to enter the 

Kingdom of Heaven as it is for the rich man; each one labors under certain 

severe disabilities. But the concept of wealt~ should not be limited to wealth 

in terms of material possessions, of dollars and cents. There is such a thing as 

wealth of knowledge, for which men should strive, wealth of interests, wealth of 

respect, wealth of affection, and who knows which, in the long run, gives us the 

deepest satisfactions in life. Somehow we have a way of emptying such fine con­

cepts as success and wealth of their full content am reduce them to a shadow, 

and then break our hearts trying to capture these shadows. 

Take this matter of ambition: tha.t 1s a fine thing to have in life; a person 

without ambition is a clod - an uninspired clod; but,, ambition for what? We 

have only a few years to live on earth. What do we wish to fill these years with? 

Knick-knacks, gimcracks, tinsel? And then to poison our ambitions by envy of others 
have 

who may/more of these tinsels, toys ? Is that all that we are capable of? Are they 

really deserving of all of our precious hours and all the gifts and talents of our 

hearts and our minds? Or is it more in keeping with the high estate of a human 

being to be ambitious also to know more, to understand more, to appreciate more, 

to become better acquainted with this wondrous and exciting world through which we 

are passing but once and .are never to pass thi~ way again? 

We starve this concept of ambition to a narrow, barren pursuit; we confound 

in our minds good with goods; and so we permit this ambition to drive us to 

premature old age, to'\grrenness of spirit, and to bitterness. 
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The ingredients of a good life: balance, I would say ambition, but I would 

substitute the word aspiration for ambition because it is a far more comprehensive 

term. Both of these are vital, indispensable to a good life. Balance and aspira­

tion, and I would add, as a third ingredient, some interesting work to do. If 

your life is spent in doing what you don't want to do, work which does not inter­

est you, which does not satisfy your craving for self-expression, yours is not 

a good life. It need not be an unworthy life, it need not be a useless life, but 

it is the kind of a life which lacks the music, the song, the deep,quiet satis­

factionswhich a good life should yield. When I speak of interesting work to do, 

I am not thinking in terms of heroic work, or dramatic work, or unusual work, or 

works of gerils. I am speald.ng of any kind of work. All work is important, all 

work is holy - which is a challenge to your craftsmanship, to your initiative, 

to your integrity as an artisan, which contributes to ypur self-esteem - if you 

have that kind of work, whatever it is, then you have an essential ingredient of 

a good life. Balance and aspiration and work, congenial work to do. 

And there is a fourth ingredient: I will put the love and the canpanionship 

of a wife, and children, centering in a home; it is that love which will give your 

life a pride 'Mll:lein your soul can rest secure and happy. A life without love is 

a barren life. Whatever else you have will not compensate for the warmth of love. 

And love, my dear friends, is a thing - is a gift - and yet it is more than a gift -

it is something achieved, something nurtured, something carefully tended, something 

builded up day by day and year by year through common experiences, common enter­

prises; by intelligence, by maturity, by give and take; it is not the froth and the 

frill of a sentiment. It is the bread and wine of an enduring human relationship. 

When you have that you' 11 go singing through life. 

And so I speak of the ingredients of life as balance and aspiration, good work, 

and a deep abiding love. And finally, I regard courage as an essential ingredient 

of a good life - the courage that comes from faith - not to be afraid, not to be 
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afraid of the impossible, not to be afraid of the unknown, not to be afraid of 

the adventure. 1he Lord is with me, I shall not fear. That is the key note of 

a life possessed of faith. No man is alone. No man need fear to be alone. In 

any great enterprise, in aey new, fresh enterprise of his life. (Hebrew) ... ·1oses 

entered the great darkness where God was. Courage to stumble and rise again -

seven times seven times. Courage to be wounded and by our wounds to be healed and 

made whole again. Courage to move forward, always to advance, always to overcome 

not so much obstacles outside of us, and there are many, but the far more formidable 

obstacle of weakness and lack of confidence within ourselves -unwillingness to ex­

plore all the potentialities, all the capacities of our inner selves, to tap the 

deep resources of our own lives - no one knows how profoum and deep those resources 

may be. Courage to overcome our own self-limitations, always to be a king in quest 

of a throne, if I may put it as boldly as all that. 

Our Rabbi said tha:t there are four crowns in life: there is the crown of 

the Torah, there is the crown of the priesthood, there is the crown of royalty, 

and there is the crown of a good name. Now when you interpret their phrasing of 

it in your own words, you have all the crowns that a human being ought to strive 

for. The crown of the Torah means the crown of learning, studies, wanting to 

learn more, to understand more, to gain deeper insights into life. No one knows 

what heights he can reach if he sets out to employ all the equi:I:Dent of his intellect. 

The crown of learning. The crown of priesthood - the crown of service - service or 
God, service of man; that's a crown worthwhile striving for; that's a throne worth­

while ascending. Everyone within the sphere of his life's influence can be a priest 

serving those nearest to him - his friends, his community. ho knows how far your 

act of service will reach. To kindle fires on the altaIS of life - that. 's the function 

of a priest, that's the function of a layman too. The crown of royalty means the 
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crown or mastery, but not the mastery over others, but the mastery over yourself. 

That's the most difficult mastery to achieve. And worthy indeed of a crown is 

the man who is able to be the kind over his own life, over his own ambition, 

over his own interest and activities in life . . nd finally, there is what one 

or the Rabbis said is the noblest crown of all - the crown of a good name. 

So to live in such kindliness and friendliness of spirit and such use.fulness and 

helpfulness that men come to speak well of us, and bless us in their hearts that 

our names are sreet upon their lips - that 's the crown of a good name. Well, these 

are four very noble ingredients of a good li.fe, if you will - Torah, Priesthood, 

Royalty, and theGood Name. 

If I were to equip a young man as he sets out in the world, I would give 

him a few things: I would give him a pair of wings with which to soar (that 1s 

aspiration); I wruld tell him to try to walk, of course, but sometimes I would 

ask him to try to soar; I would give him a spade with which to dig, to 1rork, 

a soul to plant; I would give him a lamp to guide him through the darkness and 

to guide others through the darkness; I would give him a banner for courage, and 

I would put a song of love in his heart. With such equipment this young man 

will go forth, I believe, and find in life all that man can find in life, and 

that is much, very much indeed. You will have high hopes of his youth, and 

achievement in his maturity, and blessed memories in his old age. And what more 

can anyone a sk out of life? 

Well that's the story of Noah and the building of an ark; it I s the story of 

the building of the ark of life. Amen. 
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