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Ancient Wlalaa tor the Modern Nan 
' 

TIii TIMPI& 
April 20, 19S8 

labbi Daniel -.Jerw,q Silwr 

#26 

An ancient vi•• man once re■arlced that 7out.h 1• the seed-ti• ot hope. 0llr 

Bible ob•rw• that in youth the young •n Ne n.aiona. Certainly when w begin 

lite w are tilled with exuberance and with enthuaiaa. Tbare Neu to be no peak 

w oannot scale, no goal ve cannot achiew, no Tiaion which w oannot aaterial11e. 

Ve tend, when w are beginning the long road ot lite, to be a little bit patrani•iDI 

tOIMl'd• the ettcrt• and the failure• ot our predeoe•aon. We .-. tolerant of their 

aiataklt■ but w fNl that acahow ~ will auoceed where they felled. Our talent• 

lfi:11 not be tomad wanting vbare their• wre found to be 1nautt1a1ent. low of course 

ex1-erienoe tend• to thr• cold water upon thi• ... ■1111110 oondotion of youth. Thi 

o1•1r t.bat w pt, tba ■cre . w realise that there an ■oantd.na w vill neYer 01,.,, 

goal• w v11J newr reach. The ■ore w re•l 1 •• that oar talent■ too are wanting and 

cleticd.eDt, th& w too will be trutrated, short of the urk. lzperienoe tell• ua 

that ow anoe•tor• wre not • o Dai.,. and inaapabl• u w once conoei wd th•, but 

thlit tmy .wre hcne■t in their 1tnll1• and that thtr aahiewd against tbeir hllllan 

pr.U.011 ••• u IRIOh •• w vill aoldew against oar a. low thare are so■e who when . . 

the7 tao• the naliti•• of lite beoo• diailluaianed and diabeartened. A p-011Dup 

tor lnatmoe in_ lurope in tba deoacle aiw the end ot the S.ocnd World Var, a pm

r~tion of coapletely despairing, deapondm.t young people, who feel that all ettcrt 

1■ doe1■ d to failure, that all MD 1111ft ■aahCN eaohn ti. arena ot lmun puaion■ 

beoaw all the .tin.ti•• than are ••••le■• and parpoHl•••• T-, de■pair of lite. 

ftMl7 retue thml•lw• th• bemtit ot bape. Thay liw in a wrld nrrounded by the 

r,r-, and blaak aanoohraae of diapirltedlll••• low thi■ i■ ot ooune not a mv aood. 

It• fin\ lf•at 11terar, retl.eotian 11 found in tha Bible itNlt in tbe Book ot 
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looleaiutea. A man, an author vtim· we do not know, a man wb.011 traditio~ say• may 

haw bee SW Sol.cam in hie old ap, a ■an vho had liwd too much and aMn too much, 

bu aleo cleapaind of life. Be feels that the crippled could never be made straight. 

Be tNla that moat ot our effort• should be designed at extricating our individual 
.. . ! 

Nlwa fldit the 1tre11ea and the atruggl•·• of lite rather than involving ourNlves in 

the aruadee and the passions ot exiatenae. And when those who are life-excited cme 

to hill he oounaels them tmuu •That which hu been 1• that which shall be. That 

1'hioh hu been done ii that vhioh ahall be done. There ia nothing new under the sun". 

I do not agree. Judaism does not agree. I prefer the spirit which the great Italian

Aaarioan oontampcrary philosopher Oeargea Sant»ana expressed 1n wraes •It ia not 

viad011 to be only wise am on the inward vision close the eyes. But it is wisdom to 

believe the heart." It may be worldly to be pessimistic, but it 1• not vise. It 

does not reftal true understanding of the hUJ1an situatian. For there haa been pro

gre1u1 since ■an began h1a slow and tortuous journey into hiat017. We have only to 

look baok and SN the •"'V discarded auperatit.t .. am tear• vbich aan - early un, 

prild.tiw un - vu sarroanded by and beatm by to real.1• how IIUOh hope am how much 

■ore happin••• and how IIUCh mere treedan fro■ tear w enjoy in this, our generation. 

CertainlJ ■aientiftoall7 and teobnicalq w haw ccae tar. The 111to by which• ~-

dron here thi■ ■ornlng, th• teln:lnon which ve 11187 haw watched laat night, the 

telephone by vhioh w cCIIIIIIIDicate with om another wre unknown a century ago and 

' 
inoODNi ftbl• in biblical ••. Soimt1tioall7 c.-t,ainly the9, there are so• thin1• 

wbiob are wholly Dft under t.he sun. I think too that man has wen tor hillaelt a 

·tr••dall -· a treed• of tear, a treedaa ot tenaion - unknown oentur!.•• ago. ror 

■oat ot the early llillenia at hie hiattry IUD 11-nd tottering on the brink of 1tar

ftticn. laah year hi• •uni•al. depended upon the auaoeu ot tbl harw•at, upon the 

•-one and the wather. Todq vith the adftllaed ■oienoe of ap-anav ve have learned 

IIIIOh about controlling the prodllOtton f:4 food tor h1lllan aurrival, and ve no longer 

11• trca harw■t-time to h.-nat-ti• in tear. Todq w no longer tear the darlm.e■1, 

aar the f1N9 nar the atcra, ncr the t•peat, nor the 1ea. W• no longd tear di•-• 
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We understand a great deal of its origin. We can control·· its spread and we can 

asauage ■11111 ot its symptOIIIS. All thia man has won tor himself through bis mind, 

through hi• talents, through his experimentation, through his struggles to achieve 

the better lite. ill these are new thing• which have been created under the sun. At 

■oet the Book ot Eoclesiasts speaks· here a halt-truth. Not that we should minimize 

these partial truths. Far in the realm of h\111811 psychology it is in the main true 

that there is nothing new under the sun. Our ancestors, like we, are struggling and 

haw struggled 'With the human predicament, with learning, with love, and with vorbh

vhile living. These they sought to achieve, thase we seek to achieve. Their 

struggles in large measure retl.ect ours. • We can see ourselves in their teachings 

and their failures and their triumphs. We can recognize rur own 11 ves often in the 

vol\11188 of visdom aid of lore which they have left to us. Perhaps above all that is 

the reason that a classic education is still an impcrtant part of becoming an educated 

aan. It re'ftal& to us how men of great mental capacity, •n of great power and vision, 

struggled to bec011e scnething or which they could be. proud, studied to achieve their 

goals in lite, and w can learn much fran what they learned ot lite. Now the 

ancients left us •aDJ ditterent types at this wisdom, many ditterent types of 

literature, in which they set down . tor future generations what they had learned of' 

lite • . There are book& of phil~opby, theater, epic poetry, religious poetry, 

rellgiOlla theosophy, esoteric cabbaliatic lcre. But perhaps the most beloved and 

the most tamil,1ar to us are the Proverbs, the axi0118 1 the aphoriams which these 

ancient teachers set down, in which they compacted and compressed their outlook on 

lite. At first in all probability these proverbs were passed about by word ot mouth. 

ram.iliarly they wre passed on tran rather to son, tran mother to daughter. Later 

editors C0111Piled these sayings and set them down so that teacher• and sermonizers 
phrase 

llight refer to these compilationa and derive a nev inapiration-\.1■1• lesson tor a 

teaching. Our Bible contains a whole book which is a ccmpilation or such proverbs 
MIS~LAH 

and apharin■• It is known as •• 1hu:at:", as the Book or Proverbs. By tradition it 

11 ucribed to ling Solomon, whose legendary wisdom was famous throughout the old 
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world, as it is still famous in our own day. In all probability this Book of 

Proverbs is rather a compilation ot the best of Jewish aphoristic wisdom set down 

over a period perhaps of a half millenium, from, say, the year 800 B. c. E. tt> the 

year jOO B. C. E. We are familiar with m~ of the sayings from this Book of Pro

verbs, so familiar in fact that we often forget that their source is in the Bible. 

"Spare the rod and spoil the child". "Pride caneth before a fall". "A merry heart 

is a good medicine". "Hope deterred makes the head sick". "Boast not thyself of 

tanorrov for thou knowest not that tomorrow may come". 

A second great compilation was made of Jewish proverb about a hundred years 

after the book of Mishnah. It is not included in our Bible, but is to be found 

rather in the Apocrapha, that collection of books which were not deemed to be on a 

par with the caliber of the books included in the Bible canon. It ws.s written by 
It 

a man named Joshua ben Sirah, DII is known to us as Ecclesiasticus, or the Visdca of 

ben Sirah. He lived around the year 180 B. C. E., and in some forty chapters he has 

compiled and edited much of the aphoristic wisdom ot his day. It lacks the precir:.e•• 

ness and the succinctness and the picturesque language of the Book of Proverbs. It 

is s0111etirres rather verbose. But still to read the Wisdom of ben Sirat is to gain 

a great deal of insight into the Jewish lite and view, the view which the Jews took 

towards the many practical, mundane, daily problems. Let me read to you one or two 

lines taken at random from this text. 

"My son, do not spoil your good deed1. When you make a gift do not cause 

pain by what you say. A present begrudged makes the receiver cry his eyes out.! 

"Do not indulge in too much luxury. Do not be tied to its expense. Do 

not become impoverished £ran feasting on hon-owed money when you have nothing 

in your purse." 

(Travel now, pay later.) 

"Question a friend, perhaps he did not do it, or if he did, so that he 

will not do it again. Question a neighbor, perhaps he did not say it, or it 

he did, so that he will not repeat it. Question a friend, tor often there is 
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slander. You must not believe all that you hear. A man may make a slip 

without intention. Who among us has not sinned through abuse of his tongue?• 

We must go down 400 years in Jewish history to find the next great ci:rnpils.tion 

or Jewish proverbial wisdom. These four centuries were turbulent ones in Jewish 

history. They were not always politically successful or triumphal ones. They 

begin, however, in • Shortly after ben Sirah set down and compiled this book 

ot proverbs and of quotations, the Maccabees arose and .treed the Jews tran the 

dominion of the Syrian-Greeks, an independent Jewish State in 165 BCE was esta

blished in Palestine. But in less than a century Rome had tacitly achieved dominion 

over Israel. Rome then set up puppet kings, and slowly but inexorably there grew 

that inevitable conflict between the spirit of freedan and at democracy of Israel 

and the imperial Vox Ranana. In the year 68 B C E a terrible revolt broke· out, to 

be crushed by the year 70. In the year 72 after the Canmon Era another great revolt 

broke out and was crushed in three years, again by the Romans, so that by the end of 

the second century of the Common Era the Jewish population in Palestine was decimated, 

Jewish prosperity was devastated. Jewiah civilization in Israel was smashed into a 

thousand bits. Though these four centuries were not one of unmitigated triumph and 

auccess politically, in the world or the spirit, in the world of faith, they were 

among the most creative, the most dynanic, the most impozrtant in all of Jewish 

history. For these four centuries see the growth of the great Pharisaic or rabbinic 

movement in Jewish life, that movement by which the Temple was transformed into a 

Synagogue, a hereditary priesthood became a rabbinate of choice and of learning, a 

great system of universal. public school education was founded in Judea, and on its 

basis a new attitude towards religion was adopted. All men were equal befare God. 

One did not need a priest, a lohan, to be an intermediary between God and 

His people. Nor did the people need a priest to interpret the will of Ood for them. 

The Bible was an open book, the inheritance or the whole crngregation of Israel, ard 

a literate people were able to consult that book and interpret it as they saw fit. 

The sages, the rabbis, tho teachers brought about a great democratic religious 
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revolution during these tour centuries. They 5et the pattern or Jewish lite which 

we have accepted and sustained even unto our own day. The culmination of this great 

movement was the compilation ot a new code of Jewish law, the Mishnoh". It sst out 

a new rule of every aspect or the way of life which was to be Jeilish. And as an 

ethical post-script to this nMishnah", this cod.a of law, some r4bbi at the end or 

the second century of. this Common Era published the "Sayings of the lathers", a 

compilation of teachings designed principally and primarily to edify the judges and 

lawyers and juries who would have the responsibility or carrying this law into 

practioe. He well recognized that the most beautifully conceived legal code needed 

to be put into action by dedicated, inspired, am morally couragemus people. And so 

he added this "Sayings of the Fathers" to try and teach them the W83 which the judge 

and the lawyer should follow, to talk of those matters which cannot be gowrned by 

law itself, matters of the ~irit and of attitude and of conduct. The bulk of the 

first chapter or so of the "Sayings or the Fathers", which we read this mcrning, 

deals with advice to those who are responsible for the Jewish legal system. "Do not 

be hasty in judgment. Be deliberate in the questioning of the witnesses. ..rhen 

parties to a suit are before you, consider them guilty. When judgment has been 

given and both hava acquiesced, consider them again to be innocent. Do not put 
lest 

words into the mouths or the witnesses, k\lw by your wards they be led to falsify 

testimony." 

Now if the "Sayings of the Fathers" had been nothing more than a compilation of 

this advice to the legal profession it would have quickly dated itself, especially 

in the last hundred years or so when Jewish life is no longer legally autonomous and 

the profession of the Jewish lawyer has largely been taken over in a religious 

sense by the secular law of the State. But fortunately the sditcr had in mind a 

second important service in this little book of six chapters. He set out to praise 
teachers. 

the great Pharisaic t••■INt,._. He set out to winnow f'rom all of their teachings sane 

or the finest aphorisms and proverbs in which they had sat down the richness and 

weal.th of their wisdom. To illustrate the brilliance of the men who had ccnnived 
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this Mishnah, this Law Code, he set out to show to future generations the aptness 

of their intelligence, and set 1 t out by quoting tran their lore and proverbs am 

aphorisms. And so w have in the Sayings of the Fathers really the synthesis, 

the crystallization of the best ot Jewish thought culled from sane tour hundred 

years ot Jewish tradition. The beauty of this thought is its brevity and its 

succinctness. It compacts so much in so little. Many o! us have been troubled 

throughout our lives with the problem of how much we owe to ourselves, how much we 

owe to others. Always the pulpit, the schools, seem to be encouraging us to be of 

service, to be selfiess, and sometimes we hear preachers who counsel self-abnegation, 

complete selfiessness. And yet instinctively we know that we owe certain respon

sibilities to our lves. A doctor cannot be a competent physician until he has 

spent many Mlfish hours in self-training and mat raised his skills and his know

ledge to· their finest sheen. - And so it is with almost everything that we do. To 

be or greatest use to our community ve have to achieve iruJividually. Row then 

shall we balance service and our desires to improve our own •lves? "If I am not 

tor myself ,mo will be tar me? It I am for myself al.one, what am I?" We have to 

provide the commentaey, but there is as good a rule tor lite as any that I lmov. 

Por though man cannot live -by bread alone, he cannot live without bread at all. 

Our lives, in a sense, vork out the c0111111entary to this teaching by H:JJJel from the 

Sayings ot our lathers. So many of the basic pNl,J.ems of lite are fefiected &nd 

in this great collection. We are concerned about the ends and 

purposes of education. Learning for learning's sake. The Pirlce Avoth ~lla us 

"It is not the knowledge and erudition which is all-important, but the doing". We 

referred earlier to the question or whether we oant.!lohieve the goals and the ideal• 

and the v.lsions which all of us have for a world of peace and justice and security. 

We spoke ot the · trustraticm.a which men teel when they see that their powrs and the 

talents ot their generation will tall short of these visions. ·nit is not iacumbent 

upm you to fulfill the work, but neither art thou tree to desist entirely trom it." 

Sometimes the Pirke Avoth brings us up short with a jolt. A bit of fand.liar visdan 
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is twisted in an unusual way, and in the twisting we see deep into the Jewish soul. 

All ot WI have heard that familiar proverb that ve 1d rather be a a ell big fish in 

a 8lllAl.l pond than a small tish in a big pond. The Romans had a prOffrb which said 

much the s•e thing& "Better to be the head ot taxes•, it read, •than the tail of 

lions.• But strangely, in the Sayings of our Fathers, one ot the rabbis twists this 

proverb around and says1 "Better to be the tail of lions than the head ot taxes." 

Better always to seek to achieve something more, to set your eyes and your sights 

ever higher, than to -content yourselves with something which is below the level of 

your capacity and your ability. Better to be the tail among lions than the head ot 

foxes. And sometimes it is simply the plq ot a brilliant mind upon lite. They 

loved tlio play, these rabbis, with numbers. They took the number "tour" in the Pirke 

Avoth and they said that very often you could describe most hwun emotions by tour 

specific individual attitudes which people reflected in one way or another. Take 

the attitude ot the people toward material poaaessicn1. "lour way-a•, they said, 

"and you can describe almost all people." There is the man vho says, "What is mine 

is mine, and vhat is thine is thine.• That's the average person. There is the 

man who aaya, "What is mine is thine and what is thine is thine.• That's the saintly 

person. There is the person vho says, "What is mine is thine, and what is thine is 

thine ia mine" - that is the meahuga - the man who gets up on his soap-box and 

delivers speeches. And finally ·there ia the man who says, "What is thine is mine, 

and what is mine is mine• - that is the greedy persm, the saltish persm. And 

aimilarly tald.ng this nl.Dber "four• they illustrated the tour types of students 

that have ever sat in a classroom before a teacher -by reference to four ot the moat 

taniliar of all household kitchen implements. Sane students, they said, can be 

described as tunnels. You pour in education, taots, learning at one end - the 

learning pours out at the other. Nothing has remained, nothing has been absorbed, 

nothing baa been understood. Then there are sane students who are like the sponge. 

Everything that is aaid is absorbed - tacts, taney - you have seen students in 

college vho write the lectures ot the teachers down ward tor •ord including the 
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jokes. Everything is absorbed, and when the time comes everything is set out again 

in its tullne•• without any sense of value, without any sense of what is important 

and what is Ncond&r7 and what i1 trivial. These are the sponges in education -

the Tedey ladlera. And thirdly, there are minds llhich are like sieve■ • Something 

is absorbed, but it is the inconsequential, the urmecesaary, the trivial, the chatt. 

The good grain aitts through and is let go. A lesson is thrown out, and these 

young people remember cnly that which was completely secondary and tangential to 

the point which the teacher wanted to get across. And finally the joy ot all 

teachers existant - the child whose mind is like a strainer, who tales the tacts 

and the lectures which are put out to him - retains the bran and the cereal and 

vinnovs the chaff and casts it away. 

It is a thrilling experience Nedi.Jr to read through the Sayings of the Fathers. 

Every time that you do, some new thought strikes heme. You are prepared to receive 

in a sense same other bit ot rabbinic v.ladca. I would close by simply taking one ot 

the Sayings of the Fathers and applying it, not as it did to the Bible, but rather 

to the Sa.yinga ot the Father■ itself. Of the Bible one of the rabbis said, 11" 

Turn it over, and turn it over again. Everything is in it." Turn the Sayings ot 

the Fathers over and over again. You are particularly able to do it because the 

rabbis centuries ago in all of their wisdom saw tit to includd the Sayings ot the 

Fathers in -our prayer book. It has been there tor fourteen hundred years. It is 

in the prayer book now in your hands. Turn it over, when you come early to the 

synagogue. Look through its pages. I know that you will find great inspiration 

and understanding tran so doing. 

Amen. 
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M-Y~ 
THE MAN WHO TOUCHES PITCH BLACKENS ms HANDS. 'PH!! IULIJ J;lfffO ASSOCIATE~ WITH 

{M.4_t4J.~ 

THE ARROGANI' BECOMEJ LIKE HIM. DO NOT UFr A LOAD THAT IS TOO HEAVY FOR YOU• ,. 
DO NOT SEEK FAMILIARITY WITH ONE MORE PO raRFUL OR WEALTHY ~. WHAT RELATI ON 

CAN AN EARTHEN POT HAVE TO A BRASS KETTLE? THE KETTLE KNOCKS AGAINST IT AND IT 
- ' ~ 

IS BROKEN IN1PIECES. 

MY SON DO Nor SPOIL YOUR GOOD DEEDS. "WHEN YOU MAKE A GIFI' DO NOT CAUSE PAIN 

BI WHAT you SAY. ,DOES NO'P 'PHr:i Bffltf A~~tf1tt1!: Im "eettert!Nt, fti!9 • oo W6R:& :t~MORE 

PMBtff '!KAlf" ~ e!l!r±. wur• ±" NOi Jr l/46Rb BE1 !ER !HAN A @!PTO •.tPiiR JrLL BATH J!ARK 

'THE "(,AlflftRMM MN" ·A POO~UM6RAeI'Cffl!ti¥ 0 AWiiiiwflf!8F!B. A PRESENT BEGRUDGED . 
MAKES oNt CR~ 'His EYES OUT. I/ 

DO NOT INDULGE IN TOO MUCH LUXURY. DO NOT BE TIED TO ITS EXPENSE. DO 

NOT BECOME IMPOVERISHED FROM FEASTING ON BORROWED MONEY VfHEN YOU HA VE NaI'H[ NG 

IN YOUR PURSE. / / • 
1 <t-, ) 

QUESTION A FRIEND, PERHAPS HE DID Nar DO IT, OR IF HE DID SO THAT HE WILL 

NOT DO IT AGAIN. 

QUESTION A NEI.BHBOR, PERHAPS HE DID NOT SAY IT' OR IF HE mD so THAT HE WILL 

NOT REPEAT IT. 

QUESTION A FRIEND, FOR OFTEN. THERE IS SLANDER. YOU MUST Nar BEIJ:EVE ALL THAT 
a~~ ( 

YOU HEAR. A MAN MAY MAKE A SLIP WITHOUT INTENTION. WHOAHA~ NOT SINNED THROUGH d,. 

ms TONGUE? 

i 
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IT IS NOT WISDOM TO BE ONLY WISE AND ON THE INWARD VISION CLOSE THE EYES. 

BUT IT IS WISDOM TO BELIEVE THE HEART• 

/ A MERRY HEART IS A GOOD MEDICINE. 

HOPE DEFERRED MAKES THE HEAD SICK. 

SPARE THE ROD AND SPOIL THE CHILD. 
I I~ j 

BOAST Nar THYSELF OF TOMORROW' FOR THOU KNOWEST NOT WHAT A DAY MAY BRING. 

PRIDE COMETH BEFORE A FALL. 

/ 

............ + ... 
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