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E YOU NARROW? 

,hat Is Your Particular Prejudice? 

January 9, 195 S 

UiY dear Friends, none of us wishes to become a victim of prejudice, but 

we are all more or less guilty of it. We resent bitterly when we are misjudged , 

when people are intolerant towards us, but we ourselves are frequently even unaware 

when we are misjudging other people an are intolerant towards them. I am not now 

speaking of group prejudice , group intolerance - one racial group against another; 

one religious group against another. These are the grosser and the more public 

antipathies which are rampant in our world ani whicn have wrought so much evil and 

desolation in human society - wars and massacres, exiles and persecutions in all 

ages ana in all parts of the earth. 

I am thinking at the moment of our private pre ·udices , of ~hich few men indeed 

are free - the narrowness of heart and of vision which impair and at times imbitter 

relationships in our homes, in the circle of our friends and associates, and which 

interfere with the full flowering of our moral and spiritual personalities . 

Now the terms narrowness and prejudice are interchangeable, more or less, 

though their origins are different, and they have somewhat different connotations/ 

But for our purposes , we will use them in their overlapping connotation, as referring 

to more or less the same thing. 

Now narrowness and prejudice may be of vari:i:us kinds and are not limited to any 

one age group . Youth can be narrow because of lack of e perience. Age can be narroV1 

because of lack of hope. That is why, as Samuel Johnson once wrote, the conversation 

of the old and young ends, generally, with contempt or pity on either side. In 

either age narrmness and preju ice are signs of deficiency , are signs of weakness. 
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The young 1,ho are green in judgment, quick to hope extrava z;antly, and quick 

to be deceived by their hopes, are not aware that they are narrow. 'I'he:r would resent 

being called narrow. 1hey know themselves to be full of enterprise an~ initiative, 

ready to experiment and take risks, and so they are, but unfortunately, they are 

consi ed to narrowness by their very immaturity. 1hey are constricted by their 

own lack of experience. They have not yet acquired hat the intelligent amon them 

will acquire in time - a mellowing wisdom, an efficient 11 know-how 11 in the business 

of living which no amount of formal education in school or college can ever~ 6~ve 

a man. 

That is why so many young people in their narrowness are so impatient ,. ith the 

advice of their elders, so hot and quick-tempered in dogmatically defendin _, their 

views, so unwilling to listen to the other side, or reluctantly and under duress 

listening to it. 

01 er people can be narrow too. They have of course acquired much experience, 

but seemingly some of them have forgotten or conveniently ignore some of their 

most vital and si ificant experiences of their earlier years. They have foro-otten 

how they themselves were once young and how they wanted to try out their ovm wings . 

They wanted to strike out for themselves and profit , if need be, by their own mis­

takes. How they themselves fretted under constant guidance , even the most loving 

kind, and constant censorship. These older people may not really be a1are that 

the years, the trials and mishaps and disillusionment~hich they brought with them, 

and ,. hat life is entirely free of such trials and disappo::.ntr.ents and mishaps - that 

the years of their life may have drained out of them some of the honefulness, the 

idealism, and the zest , and the courage which youth requires to face life with, 

without which youth is beaten at the very start . Their narrowness, the narrov,ness 

of these older people , is not to be attributed to immaturity or to lack of understanding 
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or to lack of sympathy, but to an over-anxiety to shield and protect those whom 

they grertly love. 

Youth would be well-advised not to brush aside all this solicitude of their 

elders as if it were worthless, irrelevant. good skipper carefully studies the 

charts which other pilots, skippers, have made tc sail the same waters and the 

same seas. And age would be well-advised not to press too hard the authority 

of their experience or position, but to be available ,henever sought and to inter-

vene only rarely and only in matters of eatest moment t o help ave t disastrous 

mistakes. o, narrm ness is not limited to any one age group and is not necessarily 

the result of bad intentions or lack of character. It is just a bJ-product of 

life, i n ~any instances. 

There is a co.m1on error among young people and also amone older people that 

wh,t is latest is best. hat is newest is most desirable, as if the level of 

civilization were rising stead:.ly year by year o that the men of 1955 and women 

of 1955 were as a matter of course wiser, kir:.....i.lier, better-mannere-1, better cultured, 

.. ore intelli gent then men and women of a generation ago - t o generations ago. 

This is, unfortunately, a oss f allacy. Scientific progress, of course, does 

advance s1iadily ani frequently at an astounding rate, and the men of 1955 know 

much ~ore than the men of 1925 or 1825. But human nature does not change from 

eeneration to generation much, if at all. It remains fairly constant, so that 

your eat-grandfather, or his great-grandfather, who lived before the age of 

atomic energy or electricity or gas or steam - those peopl~ may hav~ been iser and 

kindlier an better mannered an more intelli gent than you are, than I am. 'lhe 

latest in music is not necessarily the best music of mankind, nor the latest in 

poetry, art, or architecture, or standards of life and con uct. There is no 

reason to assume that because ie live today that we krow more and are better, that 

~e knov, more in the ways of life and are better inwardly than our parents or and-

parents and those who preceded them. 
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.ot everything that is new is pro ess, not everything that is old is old­

fashioned. The greatest revolutions of history were made by generations which wearied 

of their own way of life and social and political systems and re2ched back to the 

ideals and social forms of the best in earlier civilizations, sometimes in ancient 

civilization. Every revolution, as someone said, is a restoration. 

J~odernism, those who made an "ism" of being mo -3 ern, modernism, may be an ex­

pression of narrowness. Those who see in the latest vo~ e or craze in art or 

li T,erat~e or style of dress or interior decoration, those ho see in these latest 

expressions the very apex of the pyramid of civilization, the zenith of perfection 

are friehtfully myopic. They have a prejudice for the passing show, 1.1 hich for 

all you know, in a year or a decade may not even appear as a ripple upon the waters 

of human history. The II smart set." It is. rt smart at all. 

Someone has said that he who never leaves his country is fu l l of prejudices • 

. ell, that's true. He is in danger of remaining insul , being restricted by a 

low horizon, parochial. ,,ell this is true not only in a territorial or a ~eo aphic 

sense. A person who never leaves is own narro~ circle of family and of his 

immediate friends, his own narrow social set, his own little world, is in anger 

of becoming full of preju ices, even when he may have traveled as a tourist the 

seven seas and the six continents. He is imprisoned in his own little island of 

interests, opinions, of orthodoxies, of conventions, of standards - he has not 

touched shoulders with mankind, with all classes of society in a continuing and in 

a consequential way. He doesn't know the world, even though he reads about it in 

books. He wil never understand what is really moving in the hearts of men, the 

social needs, the hungers, the tragedies, the resentments, the aspirations which 

a • tate the life of the world. he man is narrow tl'Iou 3h self-isolPtion. "Enlarge 

the place of your tentl nd let the curtains of your habitations be stretched outl" 
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Are you doing it? Are you following the advice of the gre :=: t prophet Isaiah? re 

you enlarging the place of your tent and inviting men and women of all strata of 

society to join with you in the glorious enterprise of living - giving and taking 

and sharing of ideas, information, or are you narrowing your tent more and more, 

tryi ng to make yourself more exclusive, hoping 1,0 find security of status for 

yourself or your cnildren in narrow, snobbish sets? · fhen you do that you are 

narrowing the orbit of your life and your world and of theirs. The humanity in 

you is not reaching out to touch the humanity in other human beings. 

It is told of Abraham Lincoln that he was riding one day · through the streets 

of Washington when he passed a ragged old negro, and this negro, recognizing the 

Pre sident, stopped and lifted his hat and bowed to the President. 'nhereupon 

President Lincoln raised his high silk hat and bm7ed to this poor old negro. 'I'he 

aide sitting next to him said, n 1\ • President, do you raise your hat to a rag ed 

old rapscallion?" to which President Lincoln replied, "I allow no one to be a 

greater gentleman than I am. 11 He recognized the genteman, the gentleness, the finenes s 

in this poor old mm and the humanity in him instinctively reacted to it, and an 

electric bond, an electric current was established between this insignificant 

poor old man and the president of the United wtates. 

compacts. They ~re afraid of them. 

Most people avoid these electric 
• 

Only the humble can inherit the earth . The proud and the vainglorious never 

know the earth and the fullness thereof - its color, its glory, its rich variety 

and savor, its chall enge and its rewards. Only the humble can inherit the earth. 

The prou9- never find their brother, their soul, their God. 

"I sought my soul, 
But my soul I could not see . 
I sought my God, 
But my God eluded me. 
I sought my brother, 
And I found all three." 
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Are you narrow? You belong to that group of people who suffer from narrow­

ness of heart. You may not be aware of it. It 's good to look into yourself . Are 

you per chance ungenerous in your thinking, in your speech, in your appraisal of 

people- mean, parsimonious; I am not now referring to being uncharitable in ·ving; 

I am referring to being uncharitable in attitude, in speech, in evaluatine our 

f ellow men . ~ome people take particular delight in running dmvn , in pullin ~ dovn, 

in depreciating, in giving a sharp retort and a cutting remark. 'l'hat is narrowness 

of heart. e are all guilty of it at one time or another. 

Do you perhaps belong to those who see only what they want to see, who listen 

only to what they want to hear, who like only those people who always agree with 

them, who are tolerant only in matters which do not concern them deeply and in all 

matters are illiberal and intolerant and do atic and bi oted, opinionated? If so, 

you are narrow to the point of strangling yourself intPllectuall y . You will never 

learn anything new. You will never advance. You will never be able to correct 

your o·n views. You have sentenced yourself to stagnation. Of course a man should 

have strong convictions, a man should not be mamby-pamby in his own convictions, 

stand by them, advocate them, champion them, fight for them, but they should also 

be tolerant of the convictions of others and try to learn about them and learn from 

them; learn from your opponent. 1-~erely hating your opponent or shunnin him and 

his ideas will not enrich you and vdll not impoverish him. It is the free and eager 

exchange of ideas ihich is the motive power of human progress. Our age, unfor­

tunately, is 'lloving into ever narrmvin15 orbits of thou -ht-intol-rance. This may 

lead to a new age of - an age of nee-barbarism where we will have a bril iant 

technological civilization entirely evoid of culture and of the free and liberal 

and adventuring mind and spirit of man . There are altogether too many people in 
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the world, my ear friends, who delight in 11 puttin out candles 1 11 who want to 

put blinders and blinkers on men. Are you perhaps joining the ranks of the 

(Hebrew) 1Tebels a gainst light ?11 Yo u have to be on O ard, especiall y in these 

tempestuous times i n which we live when there are terrific contests andstru~ 7 les 

between fundamentalJy anta 0 onistic ideologies. There is the dan er of buil ing 

an iron wall around yourself and shutting out the rest of the world. 

Finally, my good friends, do you perhaps feel that you~ life, your home, 

your home environment, the set of circumstances in which you find yourself -

economic, otherwise - are very narrow and constricting, cramped - you are unhappy 

about it? ell, the way to solve that problem is to fill that world of yours, 

however small and narrow it may be, fill it with love, and it will expanu and 

grm wide and spacious. The walls that constrict, my ear friends, are not 

physical ralls at all. The physical 1 1alls of Abraham Lincoln did not constrict 

his life. The walls that co strict us are ually o our own making - our attitudes, 

our self-centeredness, our impatience, our false ambitions and false standards, 

our prejudices. iden the place of your tent, an let the curtains of your habitation 

be stretched out by new attitudes, fresher, cleaner, nobler, more generous; by 

love, sympathy, and narrowness will vanish, and in its place will come (Hebrew) 

the spaciousness of God. Amen. 
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