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The Temple 
!Vi~, 16' 1965 

P abbi Da iel Jeremy ilver 

·Jhen I announced our tcpic, Some of .. ·y Favorite Fools, one of my 

favorite friends said: "I'll be there to see if I make the list." Let 

me put you at ease . Present company is exce?ted. Besides, as you will 

soon discover, though __ have little patience with stu9idity, my favori t e 

fools are anythi g but foolis h . 

Every sermon begins in the E. abbi' s experience. omethin • we have 

read, something we have seen, something we h&ve heard or overheard strikes 

home . This sermon was born in the quiet of my study - l ate one evening , 

while I was browsing a new English translation of the Apocrypha . The 

Apocrypha is a library of Hebrew writings from the most recent of the 

pre -Christi~n centuries. This literature is contemporaneous with the 

last books of the Bible. It was not made part of the I.J criotural Canon 

for many reasons. Some of the material did not ass li terar. T or philo-

sot)hic muster. Some of it was toe brief. ome of it duplicated mater i al 

alre dy accepted in the Bible and would have been redund ai.---it . Some was ex

cessive in its eschatology and ap ocalypse - its de~ling with the vi sion8ry 

and the last thine-s. ... er haps the most famous of the books of the Ap ocrypha 

are the four histories of the ~accabees which chron~cle the history which 

underlies our holiday of Chanukah. This articular evenin
0 

rrw eye W8S 

drawn to the fifty-one chapters which constitute the book of Ecclesiasticus , 

or as it is more com only known , The .-Jj sdom of Ben Sirach. 



Joshua Ben Sirach uas an i f'luential and important citizen of Jerusalem, 

twenty-one hundred and sixt years ago . He ras b rofession a teacher or 

rhetor. Tow rds the end of what as obviously a respected a d succe sful 

career t his wise man set down in proverb and maxim the best of his judgments 

nd clearest of his uncersta.ndings. The ;,_.ncients, as you know, deli hted 

in creating aphorisms where the 1 n~u2e;e v~as rich, compact and su~ esti ve 

of a wide ranp-e of meaninqs . Jos ~1ua' s te chine;s , originally writ en in 

Hebrew, were trc111sla.ted into Greek fifty rears after his deeth by a ands on . 

('the Hebrew orj ginal was lost until two , ears aco, . ur modern trc? slations 

are all taken from this l ab or of love by the dedicated r:,Tand son of this id se 

ancestor . 

~ut our interest this morning is not to the recensions of the te~t 

or to its history, but to t he an and to his t hou P'ht . Ben Sirach was worl ly 

wise, shrewd, f! capable observer and eminentlv sensible . Ben Sirach can be 

read with profjt therefore , by the unsophisticated, the gul_able and the 

n ive . He reminds us that we live on t his earth not in some angelic heaven . 

There are cc1.lcul2ting and cruel men among us . The wise are on their guard 

against bland.: shment and against being be guiled . et it's wisdo ca be re d 

even if we believe our judgment to be fairly sharo for it is always cf benefit 

to read the ca 1 able , shrewd observations of another . 

Let me cite two exa ples of the wisdom of Ben Sirach. The first 

is an admonition addressed to a father who has a tendency to be indulgent 

with his fa ~ily aid especially with sons : 

"Do not give power over yourself as long as 

you live . Do not give your proJerty to 

another. lest you change your mind and must 

ask for it . While you are still alive and 
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have your breath, d not let anyone take our 

place, for it is better that your chil 'ren 

should ask from you thru 1 that you should look 

to the hand of your sons . 11 

Or consider this 1 onition addressed to t i·1 0 e wj10 ar e tei11,Jted to accent 

well-meant and ;enerous hospitality of a~other: 

0 rrhe essenti al .... for life are water a bre d 

and clothing and a house to. cover one I s nakedness . 

Better is the life of a poor man under the 

shelter of his roof than su..rnptuous food in an

other mBn 1 s house . Be content with little or 

much. It is a miserable life to go from house 

to house. ~,There you are a stranr,-er, rou cannot 

open your mouth, you play the host , and pro,dde 

drink without being t hanked , besides t _is you 

will over he a.r bitter words. 'Come her stran,;,er, 

prepare the table and ~ive an t hing at hand . 

Let me have it to eat, or give place stranger, 

to an honored person, to my brother, he has come 

to stay with me . I need my house. 1 These things 

are h crd to bear for a man who has feeling." 

Indeed they are - as anyone can attest who has been forced by circumstances 

to accept protracted hos9itality. here is much of benefit, then, in these 

writin
0
s, but I confess that that night as I re-read these chapters I was 

conscious of a growing sense of irritation. Ben Sirach put me off. The 

Olympian ease with which he dis~ensed judgment was just too God-like and 

omniscient. Life is simply too tangled to be that sure of your judgments. 



Then too, "jen Sirach is not c:.bove pree inr- him elf i n print, blowi 1:, his 

own horn, to make sure that posterit:7 wil ..L be aware of his importance . 

"He who is wise, 11 he says over and over again, 11eani e himself , "he who 

is wise among his people wi ll inherit honor and his name will live for 

ever." Ben Sir a ch, for all of his w:i_sd om , wa given to the ordi c1r y f ault 

of vanity . He may even have been a somewhat pompous man . 

s I re-re d this text, I thou 0 ht to m;rself' how wj s om brings along 

with jtself its ow-;-~ evil. I understood what Jere111iah meant when he said, 

"Let not a wise man pri e himself in his wisdom." Wbv not? ... handi provide s ., 

us the answer. Iv ore than a_1 ot her ma· in our century, Ghan i had to de 1 

every day of his life with the Pen Sirach's of the world: British function

arjes, the ~overnors and authorities in India who, by virtue of an Oxford 

eduction and a certificate from the British Foreign Office , knew that they 

knew what was best for the Indians . They too had this arroga ce of in

tellect. Once during an interview Gha1di was asked: 1w a.t was it that .~ave 

him most heartache and trouble in his life?' Ghandi 1 s answer was sim- le 

and directL "The hard-headedness of the educated." 

isdom hRs a way of breedjng its own excess and that excess is 

arrogance. I doubt that ny of us would have enjoyed the company of Ben 

Sirach. He would have known what was best for us and he would have told us 

about it. He might have said that he had observed that whe philo o .. hers are 

stumbling and halting in their langua~·e, no one listens. You have to sneak 
" 

the truth straight out. There is a certain truth to this. But, persona ly , 

I prefer Jeremiah, "Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom." Better a 

truth unheard that a truth unasked. 



~s I rec1d tjen Sirach, as I sensed the man , ab I found myself put off 

by his V['nity and b, his intellectual arrogance, I found that there was a 

deeper source to my irritation. ~ at was • t? Here was an un ersta i of 

the human s:i_tuation which simoly was not sufficient. What was lacking? 

,1as it comr--1 on s ns ? Good se11se? Jot at all . Ben Sira.ch uas an eminently 

res')onsible and resoonsiv8 human being . He knew how t barge.in and he knew 

not to take another I s promise at face value. He knew how to rein in his 

dreams. He was an eminently sensible man . 1!hat t en was r issi g? las it 

good breeding? . anners? =~ot at J . 3en irach mieht be an riental E1nily 

Post. ·vas it a sense of corr. unity, of rnan•s res. o::1sibility to his city? 

.. ot at all. 1:en Sirach speaks often of responsibility to neighbors. I 

somehow imagine 1im as a. member of the Ju ean ed Cross and the Jerusalem 

United Appeal and a 

ihat then is missing? 

number of hos?ital boards nd agency affiliates. 

ifei A sense of pzssion, a dash of d3ring, some 

enthusias, a willingnes sometimes to let the hecrt rule the hea. 

I susnect that whe Ben Sirach married , h married "well". He careful y 

selected for himself the wife who had exactly the qu lities that a wife 

of a te2.cher i1 Jerusalen should have . I suspect that when it came to 

politics , his ~ oli tics were eminer1tly sensible. I doubt that he ever 

carried a pl&card or penned an angry prote st . He was sim J ly not a rebel. 

Instead of passion , I find in Ben Sirach the philoso hv of caution. rrseek 

not that which is too high for thee." r a6ain, "A wise m n should be 

cautious, alwa s.n -r again, 11 re ams give wi gs to fools." Or again, " o 

not 0 0 on a o th full of haz.~rds. Do not stumble on stony ground ." nnuard 

yourself, be careful in every act." 

Ben Sirach wa.s a stoic, in bot the clas ic and contem _ orar sense of 

the word. Hews a renlist. He was resi~ned to the vag rie s of life an 
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chance . He was etermined to be in cm trol of i11s~1r, celin at a Ll times . 

He wc1s deter,1ined to be iscj lined, to acceut life with sturd~l strength 

and never to whim1)er . 1~e), iraci , a 1d t : .. ose like J ri , n they art. le ---:ion, 

are cour a,_eous men . The y re exr:> rie 1c d me • 

men . ~ at they lc.c - is sim 1ly t. e ab:. ~i ty tn ex )ose t 1e1, selves to life 

in the rew, or r ~her , o ex ose their heart to fe-ling . The C? ~ot see 

that joining the Peace Cor')s, or nrotesti ..:i in Selr a, or o otestin • in 

~ashington, chan~es the affairs of the world . Politics to them is a matter 

of b !'rg in and arranqerr .. ent . It is whom you lmow, and what he o 1es you -

that is the beginning an the end of it . 

hese r1en are reeliots . The,_ feel e great res 1ons ·i bilj ty to t eir 

business and to their 'Jr fessi ons . The~r feel th':lt those w} o Allow them-

selves the luxur · of causes are foolish . , our c uses and your excesses 

will be remembered . You may be d .1ied a )ro,riotio . Far better th t ou 

stick to your 1'3 st and mind our future . 

Somehow I ca.1 ima~i e 3en Sirach sa, ·in._:, to his son: "my boy , I ca 11 t 

tell y ou wh t you ou ~;ht to do . You know that . ut I can't help but belj-ve 

that be; n;; with me this S'JJrlJl1er will of a far greQter use to ~ou than beJng 

in the boon doc ks on the , .is sissippi . It I s 1ot , as you know, thcit I have 

anything against integration , but that 1 s their problem . Boy, this is a dog 

ert do6 world , and if yoll want to be top dog , you better sharpen your teeth . 

St op bein~ the child wl:o brinns home ever stra,r rout . n 

~en Sirach 1 s voice is the voice of a cautious wisdom . Hj_ s is a necessary 

1isdom, for there are men and vomen t0 whom excess is the virtue . here are 

men arid women who look on the ordin2r res . onsibilities as restrictive and 

Pointless . Ever . ce11tur:v , eve ,.ener tion hes i J , "-- ::Jon 

needlessly, foolishly, and senselessl we ry tnemselves se kin· rindrriills 



at irhich to tll t . ut 1ot all Cc uses are tr:; vial . d 11ot all passj_ons 

ludicrous . Csutious wisdom do 3 not build civiliz at j o .. nly those w~o 

c. e foo·1 is enourrh to let tr e her rt rule the hec1d, only t hose r10 are 

wil ine; to plunr_;e into J_;fe an<i to reach ont for something be . .. ond the 

ordinc1rr rewards of the dail; rout :i ne, only t he e build civ:Llizet:1.on . 

"Dre!lrns, 1 ?.en Sircch said , 11 ci;ive win <;~ to ools , 11 ,qnd someti . e the,, 

do . Just imagine the f ~olj ErJ:1ess of the y oun:.; 'na 1-1 ~10 te l ls his f t her, 

" ·o, d ,-:i d , :~ can't ,join the office . I'm :1ot read, to settle down yet . I 

don't k ow ·w~y . r I c2n just see the father turni. g on his sen and S']~_r:L ,1 - : 

" Bo T, ::rou' ve f Ot to set le d ovm . If you had musicBl genius or n 111usual 

scientifi c talent. I wouldn't force yon to come b .c here And wor i< with me . 

I bui.l t t his u 1 for you but j f ou had other talents well the11 T ' d Sa) GO 

a.he~d . But , ou' re just s·L ewing r oun . . ou h ve no set our Jose . . rhen I ... ;. 

tell OU to come bac lr a.1d t 3t I need you, you ell me , 'I've simply J ot to 

be left lone . Give me a chance t f: nd my .. elf, .l don't kn0w where T 1 m (1 oina 0 , .) 

but I CfL1' t go your w y . 1 ... That kind of 1aturi t·v is that? 

The f ther seems wise and he son somewhat f oolish . But was .'tbrahc: rn 

rea_l a fool? 1\.brahar1 came of' ~ settled, weal thy tribe in Ur of the 

Chclde·es . Abr ~ham was the eldest s n of the cla. 1 chief . e could look 

forward to growin l~ res t)onsibility, ultimately to some measur e of 9 01, er . 

braham had no s ttled purpose . Ie could rt set t le down . He left but he 

didn't know where he was 9'oing . He didn't know why ha had to go. He simJly 

needed some elbow room to find himself . : as braham a fool '/ 

Could Judaism have forged the vision of the one God if it had not 

wrenched itself ph.;sically from the pag nism an the ool heism of t he world 

about it? Histor. h s a way of raising fools into eroes . Jo se· siole 

man , no cautious man , o reasonable r an, com~ ome after a da ' s work and 
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says to his wife , 11 ear , I I vc ! :d vj tii 1 , -:- ' ve ·ot to o out r1n save 

t.1e uorlci . 11 v- t , : oses was such , fool. r oses 1c1d vision. J Cd.11 just see 

his fc:.ther-ii1-l aw Jetm oe say· n:., to h:i ·r , "Ce. doi-Jt • . t I s the he,s.t . Let 

Zip)orah nurse .., ou for a while . You sim )ly can ' t shuc1 your r SJonsj_bilities 

on some f col' s errand . How can you. ~eli ve that ..ihcroah ·will ree ~o7er,;l 

hundre t hous nds of his best sl~ ves sim ly be c ause yon t 11 him. to'? You I ve 

been out in the sun too long . ake a few days off. ha.r oah will have you 

cla,)o d in o irons. He 1..-Jon I t se'"" you. Jl nd if he doe • see you , j_ will be 

onl,. to mock at you and to make y ou tod a~r 's joke at c ourt. 11 vou 1ll 
" 

succee i.n doing is to 2dr1 another widow an c nother 0rnhan to my r e sponsibj 1-

i t.ies . ~ake it easy, :ro e . ~ake a few days off nd come b "'ck to vour 
t.-

senses. Is that too 1uch to as ? 11 

.,Jell, it w;; s. ', oses went . 

There are ;)eople for wnom tl e conv€ , t : onal res _1onslbili ties are 

restrictinz - even t he extraordinary love that a husband fe ols fo1 a. wj_fe, 

or a father for a son - nd who chuck these over be cauce there is a broader 

responsibility . They have a role to J.)lay i n hist or,., . ~ho is t o judge? 

If ~-~ oses h2d sta ed at home , j f he had lis tened t c Jethroe 1 s e;ood 

advice, t he slaves vJould have remained slave s , Isra.el w uld have remained 

in chains, _,~onotheisri mi :;ht never h ve been born. 

Fools have a way of writing the history of our civilizati on. Perh-ps 

what I ar1 saying can be best surrnned up ln the Biblical legend of Jonah. 

ou know it well. Jonah would have approved of Ben Sirach. Jonah believ d 

that you should not reach for that which is too 1igh for ~rou, that the 

way of the wise is a cautious wa , th:i t one ought not unnecessaril:r tal·-e the 

hazardous road. When God came upon Jonah, he probably was bus. putterinc 

in his garden or playing wit, his randchildren. "tJonah , I have a mission 

for you." And Jonah answered. " . o, thank you, find somebod else·" .1 od 

said, "Gol" and Jonah· said, uAren•t there enough rolling stones in t he 
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world , why do you have to pick on me? I nay 1 , taxes, I ' m a i oo citizen, 

I ask only to be left alone ." God said , "Got" And Jonah went . But he uent 

the wrong way . He schemed t o escape God's unre asonable order. But no one 

can escape res onsibilit . Jonah was brouzht back and he went to '.J ineveh , 

that reat city, and he pre ; ched to '~ ineveh the word of God . The peo;)le of 

Nineveh repented , and God repented of his verdict nd the cit was saved. 

Jonah was enraged with an an t:er beyond that which he had oriP-ino11y known 

in his garden . The Bible tells us th t Jonah went and sat on a hill over

lookin c· this grec1t walled place , mumbl:i n t. all the while to himself, miserable 

with frustration. He was shamed . Here he had gone into the streets and 

onto the public square of "'··ineveh a.nd he told the citizens, "You have been 

wicked , God will destroy you ." These people had made some notions of 

repentance, and God had rescinded His jud 6 ment. Heh d had to walk out 

of the city a discredited prophet - a fool. eh d promised destruction 

and it had 1ot cor1e. So , Jonah sat itying himself , grumblin _; , bitter. 

Finally God took pity on him. .According to the legend God caused a gre t 

gourd to grow, and the gourd cast some sh de over Jo11ah protectin.J him 

from the searing rays of the sub-tropical sun. Desoite • • mself Jonah began 

to feel some me2sure of physical relief - better, - but then God brou ~.rht 

i.n a pc:rasite and the parBsite blasted the gourd Bnd the gourd withered and 

the sun again beat down unmercifully a.nd Jonah redoubled his grumbling. 

Then God said to him, "Jonah, art thou truly ang-ry?" And Jonah answered, 

"Indeed I am." .And God said, t'Jonah , art thou angry for this gourd?" 

.And Jonah said, rrwhat else?" So God said to him, "Should I not have pity 

on a great city of a 120,000 peo le when thou hast so much anger and so 

much concern for one little gourd, which thou neither planted nor madest 

to grow." 
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2t does the le end teach? hat the Jonah's of the world, the ben 

Sir chs of the world, many of us live i . a arrow anc4 circumscribed olace . • 

ur concerns are safety, 'Jhys.:..cal well -being, the protectj on of our f il ,. , 

pa... check, promotion . This is our world . 1~:j thin its walls we ooer<;; te 

res~onsibly . But these are constricting walls • . utsi, e these walls there 

is a reet surgj n uni verse . There is a responsibility which we c2nnot 

throw over . d when this res9onsibili t, r comes and reaches in and says, 

"We ne9d you , " you cannot sim!)ly say , "I have no time . " ~·That you ask is 

too time - consuming . 1"y first responsibilit., is at home . " o, we must 

say , "here I am . This is my destiny, do with me as I must . " 

There is a second meaning to this le~end of Jonah . What did God imply 

to Jonah when Jonah comolained about the gnurd? Fe contrasted Jonah I s 

concern for the gourd and Jonah' s concern for the city and its pe o9le? 

"Jonah, I would not have disturbed you for trifle . C:rninar:.ly your 

res onsibilities are those of home and Hark, ut when it is a m-tter of 

human welfare, when it is of broad concern , when a city is involved, when 

pe3ce and justice are at stak , then ·ou must lease off puttering ia your 

g8rden, then you must expose yourself-brave even ridicule . There is 2 time 

for your well- laid plans for advflncement an promotion and a time for 

cour~ge Bnd service . 

.1en Sir a ch said, 11 Peach not for that which is too high for thee . 

Dreams give win6 s to fools . 11 Indeed the r d0 . And if we are truly foolish 

and fly use l essly , we pointlessly endanger our lives . But thank God for 

the dreams which dr av us out of ourselves . Tha , k God for the dreems which 

remind us that we are . art of somethine called humanity . Thank God for the 

teachin s which remin us thct our fate is interdependent . Our four walls 



will not protect us whe uphe val sh kes the society , when w Tis wa~ed , 

when overty cries out for redress . I commend to you t e wisdom of Solomon . 

"Far better then all the riches in the world ,.nd all the honor th, t men 

can bestow upon another , little of fol l y . 11 'J' .nis j s , hat Heine me ant 

when he said , "Who ne ' er has been foolish , he ne ' er has been wise . 11 

This is what Jeremiah meant whe he said , "Let not the vrise man glory in 

his wj sd om , let not the M2 ghtl ' man gl nry in his right , let not the rich 

man glo~ tn his wealth , but l et him that gl r: , lor. in this , that he 

underst nceth , 1d knoweth me thGt J , the Lora , hath executed mercy and 

righteousnes s and justice in the earth , for i n these thin ~s do 1 deli :'.'.ht . 11 

In the doing of mercy , 1n th executin~ of ju~t ice, in the joining 

in r i ghteous c ause , we are foo ish . Te are 0 oing gainst our i . ediate 

self- interest . But t his is the wa. that delicrhts God . This is the way 

that va.lida+es our birth. Thi s is the wa, that is ul timately the r:lory 

of human life . 

"Far more precious than riches and honor , is a l ittl e bit of folly •" 
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