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WHO IS THE WISE MAN? 

Some 'l'houghta On Our Present Qui• Champions 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver - April 7, 19.$7 

This morning the Biblical aeotion was read to you from the Book ot Proverbs. 

'l'h1s little volume ia one or the moat aciting and exalting of our whole 

Scripture. It contains a crystallization - a synthesi1 - ot the worldly, 

practical day-to-day wisdom or our ancient teachers and sages. I was reading 

some time baok this Book of Proverbs together with many rabbinic commentaries 

upon it when I chanced upon a line from the 29th chapter ot the Book of Proverb■ 

and a comment from one of the medieval Rabbis which sounded, to me, strangely 
. 

and almost unrealistically prophetic. The line from the Book or Proverbs ia 

thi1s By knowledge, by knowledge ere the chambers of a man's house filled with 

all manner of desirable riches. The comment waa, The man who has stored up 

within himself a fund of information shall gain tor hi:iaaelt great wealth. The 

mental image ~hiah flashed into ay mind was the fantastic rewards which the ,resent 

quis bhampions have won on these almost nightly programs in which they are to 

bring fDrth from the depth1 and reces1ea of their mind obscure, and yet, 
. 

accurate details 1n some field of hiJman knowledge. By knowlege, by a fund 
. • truly 

ot 1ntormatiai today, some o~ our fellow oitisen1 are/rec1iT1n1 great wealth • 

•• 'l'heae quiz programs have a strange fa101nation tor/and, I think, tor moat 
. and detail 

ot you. To wateh men .have amazing breadth ot knowledge and aoouraoy/in field• 
• I 

in •h1oh we olaim to be only amateurs, is in itself an exciting thing and I 

think that most ot us, aa we watch these progra•, have this experienoe: that 

once a queation 11a1 asked and while we were delving baok into the ha17 and 

halt-forgotten ••oriea ot books onoe r•d and title■ onoe memorised and fact1 

onoe known, to see th••• men ooae forth glibly, aocuratel7, ilaediately with 

the preolae detail, the precise date, the preoi• tact, I think al■o1t of u1 

were gla~ that we were oompetin1 with th• in the privaa7 ot our lbing roou 

nther than from the 1aolat1on booth whioh is not 10 1ao1-Md whloh enter• 
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1.n,o million■ of Aaerioan homes each 1fHk. For a while I consoled m71elt that 

it ••• a utoh, a bax1n1 matah it you will, between unequally matched opponenta, 

that th••• men had certain teohnio~l •~1litie1 1n their minds which moat of you, 

and t oerta1nl7, lick; that their • minds were equipped with a photographic camera 
' 

which could record inuned1ately and aoo~atel7 all the p1es, all the tacts, which 

they had seen and heard and • _ ed while we must trust to memory, to recall, 
. \ 

and l>o the th1nk1n·s processes wn1uh wa possess. It i•. as 1.f' ! felt that these . . 

men had a human miorofilm laboratory 1n their minds ;which could photograph and 

store. nay and recall at a moment's notice any reference which they had ever 
' . . . 

oo• aoro1a 1n their live,. \ • 

Now certainly there are many well authenticated inst•naes of men who had 

thia mental photograph1a capacity. I' would cite a few from our own tradition. 

The great Bltjah, the Gaon · of VUna, the rel~ious leader of that, great oommunit7 

during the late seventeenth oentury was ~utid w baY• read twenty thousand 

·:volume• 1n h1s lifetime and to be able to quote at length trom any page or aey 
0118 

footnote ot any/of these twenty thousand texts which he had read. There u•ed 
• I 

to be a feat ot memory that ceru1n ot Ollr anoestory produced for the astoniahllien\ 

of their medieval contemporaries. A tn of them had .thia photographio mind and 

would challenge some meml:ier of their oommnit7 to take up any ot the volumes ot 

the Talmd or any of the other codes of Jewish law and to stick a pin through 

ita pages from o~r to cover, and then they would prooeed to reo1te each word 

which this pin bad pierced - a teat which obvioa1l7 CO\lld have been done only 
' 

it they had the pap itself photographed on their minds. And finally, in more 
• while still 

ancient tim••• 1n the da11 before booka were plent1tui and /there was/a prohibition 

of the setting down of ~• oral l,aw on paper, eveey acade117 and school hired for 

1\a 1ea■ion1 a 11Tibg textbook - a un who had stored a11a7 in hie m~d all of 

the 1n and the literature and the lore of our people and who was able at an 
. 

1natan\' 1 notioe whcever a retereno• 11a1 needed tor the debate or tor 'h• dia-

ou11ioa or tor l•1al deaialon 1'0 reoi\1 the approprla'9 ■OllN•■ wS.tboat 10 mob 
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as changing a preposition or a coma - an amazing faat - one which most of us can 

hardly begin to understand . And so famous were some of these men what one of 

them is mentioned by name in the Sayings of the Fathers of our Mishna . Rabbi 

Johanen Ben Zakka;l describes the mind of this particular memorizer and teacher 
a 

as;mind which was like a cemented cistern, a completely watertight bottle which 

did not lose a singl drop of all the learning which had been poured into it . 

So we cannot doubt that there are minds which have a photographic capacity which 

most of us certainly laok and yet, we must ask this question. Do we have the 

right to assume that these quiz champions have this type of photographic memory? 

Unfortunately the evidence is to the contrary . The testimony of these men, 

themselves, especially that of Charles Van Dom and Richard Strom indicates that 

they do not have the capacity to visualize most, or even a part, of that whioh 
this 

they have read . In then what lies the seoret Qf DllJt remarkable ability of theirs 

to have an almost oathol:l.c reoall of all the, facts of most of the fields of 

world knowledge . I think, personally, that the secret is a rather simple one. 

Our minds are often idle., .often used up to only a .fraction of' their capa•city. 

'Iheir minds are used fully, efficiently, at all times without any idleness or 

intermittence. They have been persistent in their search for knowledge. They 

have persevered in their general education . They have never allowed a day or a 

week or a month to pass by without reading some val11able book, without immersing 

themselves in some new discipline , without exposing themselves to a series of 

ideas or of philosophies with which they were previously unacquainted, While 

we, most of us, have been muoh less discplined in our attack on the ~orld of 

knowledge . After college we read spasmodically, int.ermittently at best . When 

a particul ar book caught our fanoy or was common , current in the discussions in 

the circles in which we moved , we read it but for the most part we made no 

consistent, determined effort to set for ourselves a fixed discipline of study, 
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a fiJ•d core curriculum whioh day da7 and week by week we would carry out. 

.And whereas we have heard the l st, a ,I say, ot English kings or ot Roun 
' . 

emperors once and memorized them r r a oouraa back in college, we have not come 
. • while • 

across this list time and ti!n~ 1ag n ma these men have because their reading, 
f 
! 

their Ollllliverous reading, br~gs , ese tacts ever and again to their attention. 

• Th• tacts· are fresh · in theuf ~ind .. • where they are rusted in ours - rusted b7 

l:ittle use. And I think it we seJ roh our professional fielda and our buslneaa 
/ ' 

Interests w~ will see the tr.t,tli -~ f what I a111 saying. Most ot ua have at our 

fingertips the facts and th/~tJ, ~s and the detail.a, the methods ot logio whioh 
/l Ii 

we need for our professional ·or J r buainesa oompeteno7. We lmow our apeo1alty 

and 111ost of us wOllld be quite wil 
1

[1ng to challenge any of these quill cha111piona 

,.., . 1n our narrow field or endeavor • .i It is our bread and butter and we see to it 

that we are up on all its detail~ , The facts are &ea with us - always fresh. 
- I I • 

. ; f 
Now whereas we have ~t" filr ast of some nare.mr tisld of lmawlefge, these 

1 /! . ' 
t 

men have kept abreast not onlt· ot :their narrow specialties but also of the vast 
. I t 

j : 

••• ot learning - the whole s,aven e of ideas with wh1oh our world aurr011nds us -
, l/ I . 

j ~ 

and there . is something quite/ f'asc .• sting in their omn1veroua reading. I a■ · I i , • 
, I 

thrilled when I hear of thi• Tedd Nadler - this man who tin ished only eight 
/,. 'f 

- i,' ' • 
yeara of formal educati.Oll t~ ~~o 

I 
ent, day by day, to the St. Louis publio 

i J i 

library and won for himse+f by d , ot determined effort and perseverance, a 
,; / ~\ 

knowledge 1n almoat ever/ /branch 'll, the social sciences and ·the liberal arts 
; f \ oapa 12,, ot . 

and the aesthetics whi~~: ~a/perm , tt ng him to challenge suaoesstull7 even the 
. . ; I !\ fl . 

c:pe.rts 1n individual ~t•~~. 1"t th cost perhaps of onl7 a tn book t1nea, 

lhiob. he paid ·over the -~r~. nL 11CllJ(\'.ro; himself an eduoat1on tor whloh many of 
' t I \ If . 

.;. an paying tor our;/ f 1.ildr8n ( or b:a: paid for us thouaanda_ upon thousand a of . 
. . JI I I \ , 

dOU.1'• • · / / r} !: / 
' ( \. '· \ 

I ui tbrillecl;;1'b~n ±\rea ~t a Char1ea Van Dorn who not onl7 oa• tllOII a 

• tam Uy steeped ht 1/ ~ O'lll tli~ ot our age and who not only haa peraiated 1n an 

aoademio career but 11~0 .•t4 r 1:d.•tt •• a diacipline tro• hil ti.rat 1'•r in 
I I 
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oollege, the leafing through or the Columbia catalogue and the choosing or s0111 

course or two completely unrelated to his basic areas of interest J who attended 

these courses and did the reading and the work only because ot the joy ot leaming, 

only because he was enthusiastic to know as much as he could about the symphonies 

which sound a bout us in the world. 

These men have recaptured the spirit, I believe, ot an old Jewish admonition 
! 

to any man or any woman who would learn as much as they can about the world about 
,• • 

us and who would live +,heir days as fully as they might in this world into which 
\ 

we are born. This Jewish principle, this bit of advice which 0011111 down to ua 

from our fathers is called * * What 18 * 
' 

You all know the phrase Talmud Torah. Talmud Torah means study, education. It 1a . 

the learning and the wisdom whioh was given to the young Jewish boy ·and the maturing 
. 

lad in the parochial schools of the Jewish community which raised him by degree 
into 

t■xM!a oompetency in the f1eldE of Jewish and general learning. We still call, 

today, the Jewish pareohial school - the day school - the Talmud Torah. Torah 

means learning and * . * ••als also wi.th study and education bat 1t 

deals with the study and the eduoation which we win tor ourselves after the school 
our . 1 

day is over, after i.tl:a school yea~s have been completed we begin the long adventure. 

ot adult living. It 1s the study and the education in which we persist not to win 
jain 1 

honors, not to xtK new degrees, but simply to immerse ourselves into the learning 
. ; . 

into the knowledge into the fact$ and figures ot the world about us ao that we 

' feel more at home in this world ,and more competent to deal with the myriad of 
. I 

puzzlements and of que,tions with which it daily faces us. Thie 11 * 
.' , :: 

1 with ue 
* and it tis. a val~able ~principle for us to carry/into lit• beoauae 

I 
I j 

I I 

..Omiaaion of Hebrew , . 
l , , ., 
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I 
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I think moat of u■ are a 11ttle b1t too las7 and indulgent with our mind■• We 

oo• ho• tired from our daily occupation, tired from the work about th• houae, 
' 

and we teel that to to~o• ourselves to gain aome insight or understanding into a 

nn ,language or a new d1aoipl1n• or a nn acienoe or acme ■txMt■ olaaaio ot the 

literatures ofi our peopl•• w011ld be too mah demanded from ua. We want peaoe. 

We want leisure. We want quiet ani:1 so we let any desire on our part to learn 

more about this world, slip bJ: _-1- slip away from ua - and yet I think we ub 

a fu~1damental mistake wban we . do thi■ because the mental breakdown, the mental over-
. taxation ~f whioh we are atra1d ·does not come from atimulat1ng yoursllt with nn 

leam1ng. It oomea from emotional causes and worry trom anxiety and tear, and 

the thrill or learning - the tnrµl of being EJXposad to the great beauty o.t 10• 

poet of the first order or the wisdom of some science ot which we were previoual7 
" I ignorant - this thrill, this joyJ' take• ua out ot ourselves for a fn hour■, 

makes au.~ worries and ·our anx1et1,a subside ain a better balance 1n 

. our lives. Mental health, l submit to yCAJ.1 woul.d be , strangely iinproved were 
1n into 

eaoh and every- one or us t.o ~isoiplin• ourselves int■ thia adventure llf id••• 
tor moat ot us live 1n one ,orld, , and on• world only - our proteaaional world 

and our family world. We ohann•l~ we point, every single one ot oar energies, 
I ! 

every mental capacity whio~ we have, tor suooea1 1n thla world, tor the rnard1 ' ' . . 
whioh this world can otrer'to us and to those n•r and dear to ua but. what w1ll 

happen 1.t the rug is pulled out fr0111 under us as 1 ~ can be. What happens 1t 
• ' • 

I 

thi1 one world is shattered. Wei are left 1hattered human being■• ai\ it. we have ' ' 

' . ,1cn1 the wa7 open for ourselve, man~ worlds and b_eoome familiar wivh many diacipline1 
; j 

~ ' . I , 
and many arts and many sWdita, iwe wUl becoae 1n a aenae, oolortul 11an7◄id•• 

I 

I 
people - better balan ea,, bet~r able when the ts.-, U it oo••• when the ti• 

' . , 
oou■ to ban other te,i~o•s, ' to find the reaourcea within O\lraelvea and to ua 

t .. ' 

t.he fullest ue of ~m. , And :thoM ~t yOQ who are approuhin1 tbe yean ot 
1. 

:retlre..nt, I think' ~an u11de;11tand 1\hs.. the moat olearl7 beoau•• 1unr 7at ma\ 
find within JOU"II•~•. ot.her f.rt~ata. '!here_ la no greater intt:Nat, or ..,. 

ti 
I 

·, 
I 
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enthralling one, than that wh1oh continued leaming - oontinued 1tud7 - presents 

to you. 

I am heartily 1n favor ot a continuing adventure into ideas and I applaud, 

with all the fervor that is within me, I applaud the persistence or these quis 

people - :these quis ahampion1 - who have shown a detel'IDination which we would do 

well to oop;y. 

lut another question faoea us. 1heae quis obampions have reached the first 

rank in the 110rld of knowledge but are tha7 111•• men? Are they men ot understanding? 

•• have all met leamed fool ■ - parrot •n - men who can hear and mim1o almoat an7 

bit ot information or scrap of detail which ia given to them but have not the 

faintest glimmer ot the baaio meaning ot the implications of all that haa been told 
. 

them. Wisdom ia, 1n s sense, knowledge plus. -_Wisdom is the ability or the human 

mind, not only to absorb knowledge, but to digest it and to relate it and to appl7 

1t efteotivel7 and poaitivel:, to the lite problems whtoh surround us. Some ot 

these quiz people - these quis ohampiona - may be wise men. We have no way ot 
( 

knowing. only lite really would tell and certainly the quiz programs do not teat 
~ 

wisdom as suoh. Wisdom is knowledge plus and th1s plus; I think, 1a a gift of 

the Goda - somethiq 'With which •e are uniquely dowered. 

I once searched through Jn1ah tradition to find the definition wh1oh dur 

rabbis gave to the w_iae man - something whioh, after all, whi.oh we would all li.lm 

to beand it we know the goal, perhaps we can set out to find it. And I found 

that in the whole rioh treasury of Jewish lore, th~re were three definitions 

otterred none of them oolllJ)lete in tteelt but eaoh suggestive. An early rabl:ii 

a■ked the question* 

.... * 

. 
I 

*• Wno is the wiae man, Bu answer 

*• The 1'1• un 1a the seminal mind, 

the oreat1ve mind, tb• ingeni~• mind. The 1111• man ia the un who ha1 the . '. 
I 

oapacity to take tb8 .-me facts, the same figurea, the aam• pr1no1ple■ whioh are 

presented to all otbff people 1and to oo• up with a auggaatiw, a novel, and 
' ! . 

etfeot1ve nn 101u,1•. Be 1~ the ,nan who add• to tm beaut7 and "° the ••nln1-
·1 1 / 

tulnea■ ot t~ 11.ti"wbl.oh ii ,bout !UIJ and \hie oreatlve oapao1t7 11 1omethin1 

-WOmiesion ot Hebrew : 
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whS.Oh, I tnink, ia born within us and not bred into us. A later oontemporaey 

ot this first rabbi alao felt called upon to answer the question* 

*· Who is the wise Man? And his answer is also, I think, a suggest1V9 

one. He said * *· Tb.• 

wise man is the man who has an incisive mind who oan strip awaJ trom a problem 
. 

all snits superricial details, all its tangential matters, and aea to the 

.heart ot it. He is the man who oan fully weigh, and honestly weigh, the real 

11sues involved in a attuation and because of thii ability to see into the heart 

of a problem, arrive at a solution which 1s worth the name. And tinally, a third 

man, much later in our history, asked the same question * 
Who is the wise man? And he defined the wise man as one * 
as the man who 1.s open-minded, as the man who has the capaoity to learn from hie 

environment., l'IOttm all people with whom he comes into contact. The man with a 
' 

flexible mind who is not so set in his wa~, in n1a preconceptions, 1n his mental 

1e\ that ~hen something comes alo~g - some faot, some detail - with which he 
,it I • 

* 

disagrees, which t111.ns against all 'oflh1s 'preoonceptions, he does not set it aside 

and deny. 1ts existence .but he absorbs 1, into his system ot thought and re-fashion, . . . 

h18 beliefs in order to aooept this nn detail. !ht all of these three det1nit1on• -
11 • 

non• of them complete - and I do @t think we could ever at a oomplete and wholly-· 

aatutying de1'1n1t1on or: the w1ee inan; all of these three definitions tan us into 
. . 

the realm of a creative m~d - of the mind which oan do more with the tacts, the 
l 

knowledge presented to 1~ ·than the facts imply. It 1a a mind which makes the 
! 

' . 

whole larger, greater, yh~ the sum ~tall its parts. ·And this, I think, is a 
I 

1 

gift uniquely given b7 _a kin~ Ood. 
. l , ' 

But I do think that 1te ought to keep one thing in our minds and that is the 

111N man - the underft&Widin& -.n - oahnot think, cannot oreate withont knowledge. 
I 

I 

Pao~, and figures, rta.lia and pr1no1plea are the food, the fuel, on· 11Jhioh his 
1 \ • 
I , 

-II0■1111on or lf•brn .1.\ 
J 

" 

I 

I 
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wlildom teed■• ?011 would not, tor long, be able to spin ont a ·theory ot humanit7 

it you considered only the vacuum and l7't there are today vaowa theories ot 
• I 

eduoa\ion - theories whioh tell us that what we oqght to pl"9aent to our young 

people are not 10 much the tacts and the details and .the rules and the prinaiple1 . . . . ' 
' t 

ot the so1enoea, ot the langua~s, . and of the world which is about us; but that 

we wght to teaoh them, not the aubjeot matter, but rather the mental habits, the 

mental lla, which they will' need in 11.ft. ~at an inversion this is ot all 
- f 

that ts reasonable because you cannot teaoh any mental skill unless you have the 
, 

br1ok and t,he mortar., th• .tacte, the subject on whioh this skill can opera~ 

The7 have taken 012t of our sohool systems the alphabet, the rules of Englilh 

graanar, the prinaiples of mathematical thought, and inatead of creating m1nd8 
l 

oapabl• ot akillf.lil. thinking, we have created sl9Ppy m1nda and careless minds.;.. 

mind• wbi.Gh ban no self-regulator■• We have forgotten that the most areativa 

' genius 1n any art be it the master poet or 'the master musioian or the master 

aroh1teot, needa to know the rules and the disc1.ol1nea and the ·great products - 1 

the great artU'aots .. of hia particular area before he oan produoe great art. 

A great artin needs to know the rules ot verse .-id of •tar. He needs to be 
. ' 

acquain\ed with the great products of the pari. His ori.ainalit7 1a not 1n denyln1 
' 

th••• rule• but in ao OTer-laJ'ilig them with his :original1t7 that he makea u1 

forget th•• :rul••J and it ha denies these rules, he lead• ua only into a world 
, . 

ot bisarre poetry - one which 11 not understandable to moat ~t ua. A painter, 

who ha1 no knowledge ot perspective, will never be able to oreate great art . 
in he 

but wb.en/hia pa1n\1ng/uy do violenoe to aome one or ho oanona ot the cla■ai.oal 

theories presented to him. And the aame · ia true of 011r oh1ldren; and the •a• 

S.. vue of ua. We 1111st b~gln, 1n all that we do, to nimpoN. upon 0t1r1elna the 
, . 

n1ill111 ot lmowledge - ot * * - of .leaming a grea, deal more 

ot the world abou\ u■ tha• we ,now know. Haw often in the ooarn ot the dq we 

are oalled upon \o enter in 10• diacuaaion ·ot politio1, of world attaira, ot 
) 

eoono■1'1, ot ph71S.01 - now that t.h• atom ba1 br~sh\ ph79lo1 in\o our 11btui.e■ 
I 

tfiOIIUIS.OII ot Hebrew 
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and living rooma, ot the 1001.al ao1enoea wien we deal with SUP,b problem• •• crime 
! 

and juwnila del1queno71 and hmr often we find ourselves truatrated 1n theae 
• l 

arguments beoaua• we do not have the facts and the figures be~ore us, in our minda, 

on which to base an intelligent deoia1on. ~e must, ·again, · b~gin to think of 011r 

minds as minds which should .not wo'fT'1 so much ab011t being oluttered with learned . . 

lumber - u21elesa mental tacts - but as minds 1rhich c,nght to be used more flllly 
. full • 

than 1'8 use them now, which ought to be crammed/with the knowledge necessary tor 

·living, which ought to enjoy the eternal quest to learn more, and ever more, of 

the world about ua. We ought to seek the two. things which the prophet, Isaiah, 

hoped would be the mark ot the messianic king ot Israel - the * 

* and the * 

the eternal adventuring into ideas and the* 

* - the sp1r1 t or kn ow ledge, 

* - the 

1pirit of understanding and ot 11isdosn whioh oan uke of these ideas something 
. ' 

1 

,i useful, necessary, hopeful for our private J.:ives,tor our personai happiness, 

for the well-being of ou.r families and of our communities, for the artistic 

oreations llhich till and thrill our world, for the ult1Jriate betterment of 

mankind. 

Amen. 

-IOmi.a•ion of Hebrew 
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