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On March 20 Tom Haley and Rabbi Silver discussed Coping Skills on WKYC's Dialogue 

program. In response to many requests the transcript of the discussion follows: 

Tom Haley: It used to be when you asked a person how he was doing, the automatic re-

sponse was 'good' or, in some cases, even 'fine. 1 Now, more often than not, if you 

ask a person that, that person replies, n1•m hanging in there" or they say "I'm coping. 11 

If you can't cope without assistance, then your local book store or your library has 

an abundance of books on how to cope with things like divorce, children, parents, youth, 

age, a job and, in some cases, even with leisure. Does the fact that so many of us are 

trying to cope with so many parts of life imply that life doesn't offer too many good 

moments? 

Today's Dialogue on the subject of Coping will be with Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver of 

The Temple. Last September, at the beginning of the Jewish new year, Rabbi Silver 

delivered a sermon that received great response. He spoke on how to do more than just 

cope with life. Rabbi, as a person living in this world today I find my mind blown all 

the time. You might be going along on an even keel and you see some headlines and 

your mind's blown. You know, the things that can happen: the recent earthquake in 

Roumania, escalating energy bills, the threat that maybe you might lose a job, the pos-

sibility of nuclear war, the awareness that we're all vulnerable. You're healthy today, 

I Fl'l-(.J~ . 
maybe you won t be there tomorrow, who knows? When I h.ai:t,e these mind-blowing things 

I think, well, I'm just going to kind of try to stay sane. I'm going to try and just go 

along with things. If I say that to myself is that another way of saying I'm coping? 

Rabbi Silve.r: Yes., te Me7he interesting thing in what you are saying is that you seem 

to accept the fact that you are in a situation for which there is no immediate solution. 

In saying this you a-ce freaff\8 yourself for a moment from that great American myth that 

there are instant solutions to all the problems of life. There aren't. 

.. 
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Haley: But there were at one time, or at least we thought there were. 

Silver: There were always solutions to tec~ical problems; to the life problems, no. 

If you have a debilitating illness there is ·no solution to it. There may be relief, but 

there is no solution. Like so much else in American life, we tended to focus on what 

was outside of ourselves; the physical, the building, the material, the technological; 

htrl4 
and to neglect the fact that our lives inside had not changed that much. We ·ba,d not 

solved any of the human problems, the problems of growth, the problems of marriage, 

the problems of health, the problems of survival. 

Haley: I read your sermon~ You talked about going into a book store where there were 

books on how to cope with about everything there is. If you have to put out books Mr 

pae4M-e telling ~ how to cope with life as it is, the implication is that life doesn't have 

too many good moments. It's too rough to really live without getting some expertise ... 

Silver: Life has some good moments. The problem is that we have been conditioned to 

believe that life can be an almost continuous good moment., M expect ·everything to 

w~ ,-. I\,.. n.; G> r , l ~ r- ~ ,r... 
work out happily. That is what we are promised._,~jiC)r I L>srron TV commercials~ the 

A 
joys of travel, the joys of love, the joys of happy parenthood, the joys of happy child-

A~I""::) 
hood~ .aee•••e l'na:aer ~ 'lieahfi~ite:CKaMw.-.:~tq• =1iu r~ are made to feel tl-a t some-

6f\ ~lQ.o~~~\\..e~, 
thing is wrong with us if we don't find these joys to be £QRti:crJ9?tl6 .. In point of fact, our 

lives are as difficult, as confused and as full of intricate challenge as people's lives 

(;; ·Q 
have been. ~,-a«? QI 1 80.'--Cllle &f •• ., pN)&! Q;;;Q .... ,i~tmt.t ~e are caught up in a revolu-

""" 
tion of rising expectations and our expectations have become unrealistic. Many of us 

expect a life full of satisfactions which no life can deliver. 

Haley: Is it possible when just a few things go wrong, when the life isn't as perfect as 

our expectations would have it, that we see life as much darker than it really is? Another 

way of saying it is that we don't count our blessings . 

. , 
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Silver: I think that's true. I see a lot of people whose problems really are negligible, 

but to them they are real and bitter. If their grandparents had faced the same problem 

they would have hardly broken stride1 i.et us say they must scale down their standard of 

living to something more modest, a scale of living their grandfathers would have be-

1 ie ved to be grand. 

Haley: Total luxury -

Silver: They find it difficult to accept, to adjust, because of this heightened measure of 

expectation which we all have. 

Haley: I wonder if it isn't part of living to~_QJ~d myse!)¼ien things are really 

~ 
going well, when you string two o.r -· ttfree days together when things are really almost this 

perfection we think about, C.ing, when is it going to end, What is going to happen next? 

Is that normal? Do people normally do that? 

Silver: They used to. There was what I call the shoe drop school. You wait for the other 

There is much talk now about the problems of violence on television. 011elf&f-Jhe real 

problem1 of television is that it brings into every home a level of expectation, both 

material and emotional, which people can't manage and no life can sustain. However, 

. . . ' -.i\ t'~ well off people are by any kmd of obJective standard, they are not~ oecause they 

feel that their happiness is not complete. Y rt ~ f\ (;"•l '( : . . 1 . . ou a:im0a1a ea:rer see in prime time te ev1s 10n 

drama which suggests that most of us live~· .. -...•four days just this side of what some­

body has called the edge of desperation, but that's in fact where ordinary people live. 

Haley: I think television would have us believe that if life isn't completely fulfilling or 

there's s01nething wrong, the right pill will remedy that. 

Silver: The right pill, the right trip -

Haley: The right appearance, whatever. Okay, we come to something that you talk about 
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and I'm not sure I totally understand it. I know that in Jewish thought a messiah never 

came. I know that in recent times many Jews have thought of a messianic age, I suppose 

a utopian age, an age when there would be no wars, when we could trust and love each 

other, where life would just be beautiful. YouS.,!J'in that particular sermon that deep 

d • _,!-3--. t l b 1 • S \)[l!~ ~ • • Y f l th h h 11 own llltt~ mos no onger e teve tn , messtantc age. ou ee at w at t ey rea y 

think about is not a messiah or the messianic age but what you refer to as a messianic 

journey. I think I understand it, but I'd rather have you explain it to me. 

Silver: One correction. Jews have believed that many messiahs have come t~ word 

messiah simply means 'one who is anointed,' All the kings of Israel and all the priests 

of Israel w~ anointed, so ~ were messiahs. The idea that there was some kind 

of supernatural messiah, that Jews have not -

Haley: In other words, they would not accept Christ as the messiah as'e •! g, divine? 

Silver: Traditional Jews would have accepted a s mess iah any person who, in fact, 

brought about the kingdom of God on earth. But the kingdom of God is obviously not 

here~; so Jesus and all other self-styled messiahs have been rejected by the tradition 

because they did not fulfill that one criteria which rabbinic Judaism -insists that they 

,rt,11) 
had to fulfill·; to secure peace, justice security, all the things that people devoutly pray 

I\ 
and hope for. 

I said that I have a feeling that for most in the world I come from, faith in any _kind of 
_,.r ,. .... ._ • ·• A 

supernatural intervention has diminished. This has come about l (n par"t because we have 
I 

, IJ 

work. Science, research, the laboratory, the library, all of these have given us a new 

l~v~ • faith in m an and man 1s capacities/I and diminished our faith in and need 

... 

{ ~ " of a supernatural 

messiah .. Unfortunately, as men developed faith in man, that faith became exaggerated 
r ,,..._. p l\J 't l. 

into a s,· romantic notion that you and I and all men and women of good will would 

.. 
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come together, pitch in, and togctil•r create heaven on earth. In the 19th century, par­

ticularly in the west, in England and in the United States, we ~:-tis kind of Collyana 

idea~ ye11 .Ju1e-w, every day in every way the world was getting better and better. 

Haley: Didn't Twain say that at one time, 'in every day in every way I'm getting better 

and better 1? 

Silver: The idea was that in a matter of a generation or two all the big problems would 

be solved. We'd have social welfare. We'd have a thoroughly competent educational system. 

~ ~N~ 
WJtsw••ttLlwo• ~dical research Vfflt.ieR would deat:z:uy disease, and so on and so on: but 

~ 
it didn't happen that way. Instead, in the 20th century, we have ksmtd that every problem 

we solved created other problems. You can, in a matter of hours or days, immunize a 

whole population and increase their life span by twenty or thirty years,' but, at the same 

..1,.i~ .,. 
time, you increase the numbers who are doomed to starvationJ¥;eewie-e you have not in-

creased the food supply. The questions of ecology and overpopulation and ageing and the 

quality of life are all consequences of the triumph of our science. Among the triumphs 

of our science are terrible weapons of destruction, -filit ie 1Ji'e crowded cit' with all of 

L) r. l~1'.) \ ,.__ ( "U/ N i "" 
its violence and emotional tension,. In the last generation or two we've lost that in­

/\ 

nocent faith which our grandparents had.Pour great grandparents believed in a messiah. 

Our grandparents believed in a messianic age. We need to reformulate our doctrine of 

hope. What is it that gives us courage to go on'? What makes it feel that the human enter-
• n -Ot .. C..~&.~~ ~--A. ~ar~ i : ~ 

prise is a worthwhile one, fraught with some possibility of success.~•• •••age. I 4' 

" ·Y-OU~o life hopefully 
-~ 

have coined the word 'the messianic journey. 1 V.: fake life as it is. 

and joyously, even though you know that there are no solutions, that there will never be 

a final point when you can say, \all the problems.of the world have been solved, we are 

J 
in paradise. Vie move society and ourselves ·forward. We try to grow. We try to learn . .. . . 

We try to empathize. We try to develop and expand. We try to humanize the social order • 

.. 
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We try to create decent public welfare, but we know that everything we succed in doing 

will create a set of new problems. We accept this as the condition of life. We do what 

needs to be done and leave it there. 

Haley: At this point we're aware that we no longer have all the answers, there just aren't 

all the answers . ..:Di••;lll? •11r I want to mention a few things about this journey that I 

have a little trouble with. You say, accept life for what it is, a short journey between 

have called 1ihe dependency of infancy and the dependency of age. " 

How in the world could it be a happy life if all the time you 're thinking, and I've visited 

people in rest homes, one day maybe I'll be there. 

Silver: God willing. 

Haley: God willing, be in a rest home? 

Silver: It's an alternative to an early death. 

Haley: I'm not so sure, from what I have seen. 

can have a fine social life among -

Haley: Or maybe not have your faculties?. 

is lie in bed and vegetate. You 

Silver: That's something else. One of the things I've also talked about is the need~ 

to think beyond the romantic notion that we must hold on to life to its last des­

perate gasp. We must redefine life and death. There is such a thing as a living death. 

Haley: Then you're talking about holding on to a quality of life. W'AM l'PJ!1 we)'i•s Jr 
I'm th inking in terms of between the dependency of infancy and the dependency of old 

age all the time I'm kind of looking over my shoulder and never really enjoying this time 

in here, so my question is how do you enjoy that·time in here, knowing that from here 

you 're going to go there, this is so short? • • 

Silver: Stop looking over your shoulder. 

.. 
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Haley: But how do you stop? 

Silver: By doing something each day that's worth the doing, that satisfies you, fulfills 

you. You have done things, Tom, which have involved you totally, intellectual challenges, 

challenges in your professionj and I am sure you were not conscious during such periods 

W ~l\~f\.uc/) 
of the brevity of life. You were fulfilled. When somebody who k.Aancs beau to p1a.¥ the 

piano is playing a great symphony they are totally wrapped up in it. They have no sense 

of what went before or what will come after., re moment is the thing. If we fill each 

moment with the fullness of which it is possible, that's enough for us. 

Haley: Isn't that kind of harsh to give to people, something that's saying kind of find 

temporary happiness is really what you're saying? 

Silver: That's all we have. 

Haley: Okay. Let me go to the second part of this. These were things I picked out be-

cause they interest me. You said: 'there is no finality in life, no perfection', and you 

went on to talk about a scientist worki~~\ln a~jec~~~ aOO without being able 

to conclude it,' but it didn't really bother him because he knew that people after him 

would keep working toward that conclusion. 

Silver: He knew that though he had been unable to solve the problems, at least the dead 

f nVvt '-~~ 
ends that he had pursued would not have to be pursued again by soraeee~&re attacking 

the same problem. He had made a contribution even though he h~dn 't gotten the Nobel 

Prize for a major breakthrough. 

you say about the person working on, we'll say, the polio vaccine? One day there was 

\, f\~ " .\ }\, ~ ~ d (, \. 

a f.ma l ity and that vaccine was in fact discovered, ' but Vou V\K;..._d seem to say we're al-
l I ' I • 

. 
ways working on some thing like that but never really create it. 

Silver: The day after the vaccine was discovered that man either found his life to be 
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empty because he didn 1t have an intellectual challenge before him; or he set about to 

,~~~~ ~,...-"=~► 
find a totally new field in which he could ii:.rs a ■ ~- • 

Haley: So there's nothing lasting is what you're saying? 

Silver: No. All we have is the day, the hour, the minute, the moment! and the test is 

~ ~~~ 
to fill that with as much love and experience and achievement and fulfilling activity as 

" we can. 

Haley: Bu~~ very fact t~t w'e know that's all we have would make 

to fulfill it wt~• tha a 7 
it almost impossible 

~ 

Silver: There's a great psalm, if I can quote Scripture to you, the 90th.~'s the one 

psalm that's ascribed to Moses. "The days of our years are three score and ten, or 

even by reason of strength four score years, yet is their pride but travail and vanity, 

but teach us O Lord to number our days that we may get us a heart of wisdom. " Teach 

us to value each day. They are brief. They're vain. They're full of work. They're full 

of anguish. They're full of possibility. Teach us to number our days, that's wisdom. 

Haley: Wow, okay. Now, the third part. You say that we're all a part of the pilgrirra ge 

toward the solution which, in a sense, makes us almost seem like -

Silver: Towards the non-solution. 

Haley: Or toward the non- solution. Alright, it reminds me of Fred Allen and his tread­

mill to oblivion. It seems like we're simply all on a treadmill. .. 

Silver: The treadmill is 

l1b ' t;.f. ;..,<iL-\l 
off. 1 It suggests you 're 

the wrong image. It's the image of 'stop the world, I want to get 

11e SowrtL 
rotating in space and going nowheres. In point of fact, $SCi@W 

fr N f') If ( - d - ( ,__( ~ 
(2. c°lt:' does change,.. s evolve, but we are on it for a brief .p.a..~n;:.-o at ride and the solutions 

~ ~ 

that we come to, the achievements that we make~ will be part of the reality which our 

children and grandchildren will have to wrestle with. Life is not a 1nerry-go-round. 

Life is a slow-moving stream which is coursing from the beginning of conscious life 

to whatever will be at its e nd s ome place out there. 
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k N ~h.1-,, If(. ~ ,-, ~ ' w II 
Haley: Seeing it as such a slow-moving stream and just betlli8- here a short time w.a -n&¥e 

~ ~' 
~:.

8
~ A r.J... ,. ,., '-<" I ~ 

to . ~Ppi,ctbatac:eed if we accept that, that us., little more than copi,11? 

~&..~~ (.,ftwa"t;t:-,-, tJ$~ A 
Silver: ~~~~kj:fwe accept it, firet afLMl,, it helps us to avoid the frustration of batting 

our heads against a wall, a wall which will never yield to us~ ti.at la, ef •ustt8/i.R8-our­

etM:Yes becanse. thara i.&!1 1• • a&.,. If you're satisfied with being a human being and not 

being God, if you're satisfied being mortal and not being immortal, you can have great 

happiness in life. My life is a happy one and a fulfilling one, so is yours, I suspect. 

Haley: In some senses. 

",WA, 
Silver: In mirie, too, but the point is I'~ found a measure of joy and a measure of pos-

s ibility in all that I do. 

Haley: Well, we are opposed to this extent. I "'\OIIM'i believe that there is a life to follow 

'" Tr-~ that I will be a part of. I'll call it a spiritual life, I certainly have faith,. It gives me 

WI~ 
hope and lets me do a little bit more than cope ia this world. I would think it would be 

easier for me than it would be for you because you don't believe that another life exists. 

As far as you see it, you think this is the life, period. Am I right or wrong? 

Silver: You're right. 

Haley: Well, now, shouldn't it be easier for me to cope than for you when you think 

that this is it, period? 

Silver: But here we are.am:1 fu're saying: 'Life is difficult and I have troubles with it'; 

and I'm saying: 1Life is fairly full of possibility and I don't have great troubles with it. 1 

You 're the person who says I have a strong belief in immortality and I say I do not. 

Haley: So that would prove the po int? 

Silver: It doesn't prove the point. It simply suggests that the point of view we have as 

to the nature of life is an emotional reaction to a reality. It's a 

matter of feeling, of judgement, of insight, of understanding. There are some who 

.. 
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are encouraged if they feel themselves able to solve problems or if they feel that what 

they do now will be rewarded in heaven. Others o _ s feel that we must do what we do 

w~ 
simply because it's right to do, the messianic journey, an• •ho feel that the question 

of what lies beyond is an open, non-resolvable question which we are not going to spend 

too much time worrying about. I never argue with anybody about what they believe about 

a life after death. That doesn't seem to me one of the critical problems of being. 

Haley: You talk about a messianic journey, Christians believe they are on a pilgrimage. 

They believe they're a pilgrim people advancing toward God. The difference is that they 

expe~-~t~ne a;'1eunited with Him. 

Silver: I believe that all mankind is on a pilgrimage, advancing towards civilization 

and God. 

Haley: Okay. Those are distinctions and they are interesting. Can you specifically tell 

me how you would apply this messianic journey concept to a person coping with divorce~ 

Silver: Vf~ ~nee you've gotten to that po int, I don't know; but if you ask me how do you 

cope with marriage, I would suggest that we neee4:o talk to the young before the marriage 

formation years about what they can expect out of a marriage relationship. If they go 

into a marriage expecting bliss forever more, that the sense of fulfillment and happiness 

,_ I f • L r ,: Ii. ·-./ • 1' "'f1 ,J I .,,_ I I\. fl ,.. ~ •f It; 
in one another that exists in the early days of a relationship, tha~~,e will not be 

~O~'~ ~ 
shadowed by illness or by problems ha....,vJ.ng,..,~o:-~wJth~~Ji~laiiQltfi or by the frustrations 

of two personalities living together over a long period of time, if they live with such 

naivete and romantic notions the divorce rate is going to stay high. If we can lower 

their expectations and sensitize them to the problems as well as the possibilities of 

marriage I think we can do something about coping with marriage and, therefore, with 

divorce. 

., 
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Haley: Alright, what about coping with something like the loss of a loved one? Again, 

this is a problem we all try to cope with. It happens and in many cases we 're destroyed. 

-. 
I have a number of children. I know if I were to lose one of mine it would be something 

I, at this point, wonder if I could cope with. 

Silver: Again, we have to go into parenthood knowing that there are no guarantees against 

accidents or against death: and that whenever we give ourselves in love we are risking 

terrible, devastating hurt. It's a risk worth taking because it's the ultimate fulfillment, 

but there is also pain. When two young people stand in front of me at a marriage altar 

(f' ~ '-l WC" '-t tJ ,.__ C. tv "'VI, " 
and promise to love each other until death do them part, .-the-~ha&Q@ tla~t 

8R~Y I will see one of them devastated, in tears, because of the death of the other. 

It's got to happen that way unless by chance they die together. There are no guarantees 

with children either. Suddenly an accident, devastating illness, a tumor takes away a 

child whom we love. How do you cope with it? I don't know, but it helps not to expect 

that by sheer force of will we can guarantee life to our children any more than we can 

~"I'\, 
guarantee happiness to-euraeffii:.i en or success -to-oa1-c.!ridctrca .,We bring another human , 

being into the world. We provide our ch'iidren home, sustenance, love, whatever advice 

we can; but they are independent human beings and they are going to have whatever life 

holds in store for them, whatever they're able to achieve in life. 

Haley: So there are no guarantees. 

Silver: We have to forget the myth that being a parent is a happiness producing undertaking. 

It isn't. 

Haley: A couple of years ago I was in Mt. Sinai Hospital. There was a chance that what 

I had was serious and I was scared. I wondered if they came in and said: 'what you have 

is terminal', if I could handle it. Frankly, 'I didn't feel I could. In a situation like that, 

and this happens every day all over the city, a do.ctor will say to a person: 'we've just 
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discovered you have whatever it is and it's terminal and you have so many months. ' 

How do you cope with that? 

Silver: I have seen a lot of people cope with terminal illness and I've always been awed 

by the -'feso:~ce: th~t God gave us,~ re-a-m::ce.&'t to cope with the dark side of 

life. There are defense mechanisms, obviously. There is the love which goes out to 

those you love and comes to them from you. There is a kind of resignation, an acceptance, 

which comes over you, which will come over all of us because whether we die at Mt. 

Sinai Hospital suddenly of illness or after ... 

Haley: We have our shot at it at a certain time? 

f°'AC--if'Jf fa" n 
Silver: Yes, every one of us is going to die, and the faith that we have in ourselves and 

I'\ 

our sense of dignity comes to the fore. People handle themselves remarkably well in 

the face of tne"eP Lte -i;:'gedies in part because they recognize that death is not the 

ultimate tragedy. Death is the cessation of pain, not pa in. The ultimate tragedy is loneli­

ness, not death, being totally alone, havong no one to love or to be loved by. Death is 

not the worst of the things that can happen to us. 

Haley: Do you think if a person had a true understanding of this messianic journey that 

you talk a bout, that a person would r-eeilry be able to face almost anything? 

Silver: No. I don't think we can face just anything. There are things which are really 

too terrible, which overwhelm us and destroy us, which destroy our sanity: an atomic 

war, the horrors which throw us into the chaos. I don't think that any attitude helps 

there; but I think that if we can limit our expectations, if we can accept the idea that 

wr (~ v ,-,. .•• ( '( , J.- f ;,? ; ~r. /lJ 
life is going to be a continuing set of challenges, tha.t-~a.-s e . ..deYe-lop, new challenges 

t r..J f') • '' .J ,. t t t 1 , ,_ ) 
come, we may solve some, ~ but-we--:wt>l al 'fl!I £:ac~thei-9-- 1-tftink a certain excitement 

' fl owf in to life. I'll give you a n exa m ple. As you grow up and train yourself to e arn a 

living you look on life in a certain way. You will spend so many years doing whatever 
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you 're going to do professionally and then you will retire and it's going to be peace and 

quiet. Those who retire to peace and quiet often find that their lives are empty. They 

are unhappy. Some age quickly; but if you recognize that every stage or life is both a 

challenge and a chance to fulfill one's self, then there is a certain balance. The child 

is fulfilled being in a classroom. The adult is fulfilled in his vocation. The person in 

'1\,f\ p 
retirement can be ~-eJ.y fulfilled in a series of friendship relationships and in ser-

vice to the communitv,;'.~ a hobby or skill, There are always new challenges, There is 

no completion. There is no finality. You are always becoming, that's the key. We are 

here and we always must be something more. 

Haley: Rabbi, we're about finished. Is it traditional Jewish thought to concentrate more 

on this world and much less on the other one? 

Silver: No. Traditional Judaism had a strong faith in the resurrection of the body and 

in life after death and in God's promise; but it was also true that you were to do the will 

of God, not because it would gain you admission to heaven, but because it was the right 

thing to do. 

Haley: It .almost seems empty to say: 'I'm always going to do what God says because 

I'm afraid of death or there's something in it for me at the end.' That seems like a 

kind of bad motivation. 

Silver: It is rather childish. The child in fifth grade or sixth grade does her schoolwork 

because of the repor·t card and parental approval. The adult does his work because it 

needs to be done. 

Haley: Rabbi, thank you very much. 

Silver: It has been a pleasure. 

Haley: I was touched by som e of the things you said. It was interesting. Thanks for 

being with us. 

. ' 




