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How To Fail In Marriage Without Really Trying 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 

January 30., 1966 

To drive home their point the rabbis frequently adopted a language of 

improbable exaggeration. Consider., for instance., this bit of colorful imagery: 

. Now being Hebrew scholars all., you understand this 

aggadah. It images the good Lord sitting., rather impatiently., and nudging the young 

bachelor from time to time until he's twenty years old., when are you going to get mar­

ried? Twenty have come and gone and the young man is still single. God addresses to 

him rather pointed and acid remarks which need not be translated. Now., the language 

is metaphoric. No one ever imagined God as a hectering mother., anxious to get her 

arms around another grandchild in the family., but if the language is fanciful the im­

pact is clear. Judaism approves of marriage. Judaism disapproves of marriage long 

delayed. And lest any of my higp school friends run home this noon and badger dad., 

the rabbi told me that as soon as we finish a year of college Johnny and I can get mar­

ried., let me assure these putitive Talmudic scholars that if they were lonely, glance 

further down the page and they will find in this text that another authority takes ex­

ception to thislimitof bachelorhood and moves it up to twenty-two, still another to the 

age of twenty-four. Judaism did not believe in acyone pushing another into marriage 

or rushing into marriage carelessly, foolishly. And yet, Judaism saw sound and valid 

reasons to encourage men not to delay marriage long after they have moved into the 

adult season. 'Why so? 

Adolescence is a time of fervid fancy. The impulses which burgeon 

within steam up, cloud our vision., we daydream, we become disconcerted, our work suf­

fers, we cannot concentrate on the studies at hand because of the amorous thoughts 

that cross from time to time our mind. And so the rule is that a man first marry and 

then unlertake his graduate studies. Presumably, after he has settled down and ful­

filled himself he will be able to concentrate on the preparation for life., that is, if 

there's not a baby or two squalling in the background. 

Seriously, Judaism had greater for a man than a student's grade in en-
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couraging that marriage not be long delayed. The man or the woman who remains overlong 

single tends to enter that shadowed world of furtive meetings and of secretive alliance, 

and now these secret liasons are not only unseemly but they are psychologically and 

spiritually unheal th_y. Something very sad happens to the human soul. Living a life 

of clandestine relationship we tend to confuse lust ard love, tenderness and conquest. 

We lose sight of the f\mdamental, the deep relationship which can exist between a man 

and a woman and learn, habituate ourselves, only to that relationship which existed in 

the passionate hour. The senses are coarsened. The gay set pays a high price for its 

high living. It loses the ability to settle down, to settle in, to enjoy another hu­

man being fully for days and weeks and months and years, for a lifetime. Strangely, our 

Bible gives a very apt description of the playboys and the party girls of our age -

noisy, restless, incapable of staying at home, finding peace in the quiet hour with 

another human being. 

Judaism encouraged early marriage not because it wanted to encourage young 

people to be precipitous and hasty but because it wanted to preserve the simple honesty, 

the directness, the openness which can and must exist between two human beings who are 

going to spend a lifetime together. They wished to avoid the hardening, the coarsening, 

the vulgarity, the turning in on one's self, the reduction of love to lust, which pre­

vents marriage as a solid, sacred, profound meaningful institution. Now Judaism, as 

you know, insists on constancy in marriage and encourages continence before marriage. 

And yet, despite these traditional rules of our faith, you will not find any prudery 

or any censoriousness, the thin lip, in the literature or the speech of our pulpit and 

of our teaching. Judaism rejoiced in love. Judaism took great pleasure in the ro­

mance, the touching of the hands, the embrace which unites two young people. There 

are three things which are too wonderful for me, the four of which I cannot know: 

the way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon the rock; the way of a ship 

in the midst of the sea; the way of a young lad and a lass. Now, of course, there are 

cultures which have had unwarranted delicacies which have been prudish and yet ro_ 

mantic. The Victorian novel is filled with gallant gentlemen and glorious women and 
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love triumphant and so let me add that Judaism never used the euphimisms, the deli­

cacies to describe the physical passion. Judaism did not avert its glance from the 

ultimate embrace. Judaism had its brides bring to the altar a Bible in which it had 

quite deliberately put some very direct, very evocative love poetry, how beautiful are 

thy steps and sandals, o prince's daughter, the rounding of thy thighs are like the 

links of a chain, the works of the hand of a skilled workman; thy havel is like a round 

goblet wherein is no mingled wine wanting; thy belly is like a heal of wheat set about 

with lilies; thy two breasts are like two fawns that are twins of a gazelle; thy neck 

is as a tower of ivory; thine eyes are as the quiet pools of blue water in Hesbun by 

the gates of Betrimon; thy head is like cannel and the hair of thy head beautiful and 

adorned with purple; the king is held captive in the tresses thereof; how fair and how 

pleasant art thou, o love, for delights. 

Physical relationship matured into a spiritual relationship, marriage, 

is a kedushim, a holy thing, a gracious and wonderful gift of a gracious wondrous Cre­

ator. Judaism never averted its eyes to the full range, ecstasy, fulfillment possible 

in marriage. Marriage was not a concession to the flesh as it seemed to so many other 

faiths. It was the fulfillment of man with woman. Judaism rejoiced in love. When a 

scholar was busy with his studies, with his Torah, and he heard the singing and the 

dancing of a wedding procession passing by he must leave off his studies and join in 

that singing and dancing even if he does not know the marriage family. How shall we 

explain then that the very teaching, the very Torah which this scholar was to leave off 

studying set up high barriers between that relationship which is licit and that which 

is illicit, between marri_age, between the casual relationship and the affair? What 

difference does it make that society gives its imprimatur, that the family smiles in 

agreement to the love arrangements between two people? Isn't marTiage simply a legal 

contrivance, family taboo, a social necessity created largely because if the family 

wants to protect its good name or to protect its invested capital, its inheritance, 

or perhaps, and probably most of all, because the family wants to protect the rights 



4 

of the children. 

You know, Judaism is concerned with the children. Judaism is concerned 

with matters of inheritance, but Judaism is not concerned with marriage primarily as a 

social institution. If it had been, if the social pressure, the religious pressure of 

the seventh corrrnandment had existed simply to shore up and to buttress the shaky walls 

of the home of marriage, Judaism would never have written into its fundamental law that 

divorce may be had without cause and without establishing grounds. Judaism was concerned 

not with the social institution, the sociological necessity of marriage, but with the 

anotional context, the love, the lack of love, the int:imacy or the lack of intimacy, 

the growth or the stultification which can or does or does not exist between a husband 

and a wife. 

You and I, every man child, was born an animal, born an animal but with a 

capacity to become human. And not all human beings succeed in becoming human beings. 

Not all are given the opportunity. Some apparently lack the capacity. Some never pass 

that barrier and transform themselves from the world of impulse ani of instinct into 

the world of reason and of control where the pattern of life has a certain dignity. 

Now, the animal has passion that requires the flood tide of release. He rots and he 

walks away. He does not need companionship. He tends to walk alone. Promiscuity is 

an animal relationship. The human being enlarges lust into love. He knows the flood 

of passion. He knows the flood tide of release, but he has the ability to create a 

relationship which will be close and dear and near in the cool night long after the 

passion has been exhausted, in the long years when the fires of passion have dirrmed. 

This far more extensive, far more profound deeper relationship exists only between hu­

man beings. It requires reason, discretion, discrimination, steadfastness, loyalty, 

prudence, careful care, tenderness, sensitivity, kindness, gentleness, a whole range 

of virtues of which a human be:ing is capable. Were it not the good Lord had given us 

a love which is far grander than lust~h~tterribly frightening and maddening place 

this world would be. Promiscuity, sandpapers, ruffles, coarseness, the nerve eroings, 
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sensitivity, which allows us to relate openly with another human being, am it is for 

this reason that Judaism proscribes the illicit, the extra legal relationship. What 

is wrong with a casual liason? It's very casual. It confuses lust and love. It leads 

us to believe that it is the presumed ecstasy of the moment and not the intjrnacy of a 

lifetime which is crucial to human relationship. And what is wrong with an intense re­

lationship between two people who, they believe, are deeply in love but who have not 

consecrated that love and made it open? Its very intensity. Imagine a blossom atop 

the spring stalk. It waits to be opened. It has within itself great radiance and 

great beauty, but what is the greatest danger it faces? Premature thaw, that sudden 

breath of warm air which will cause it to open,tentatively to be sure, am then hav­

ing opened it has no protection against the frost and the freezing which blights the 

petals, destroys their capacity to unfold any further and they fall, withered, to the 

ground. A .flower requires a steady warmth, a steady sun, and so does love. Love 

opens, tentatively, quiveringly, and i.f the love is unsteady, uncertain, thwarted, 

we turn in on ourselves, we wither, we are afraid to open up again to another hwnan 

being. We become hardened. It's difficult for one who loves us later to find within 

us the .full range of expression, the capacity to love entirely which a solid marriage 

requires. 

And lest you believe that it is only the innocent, the naive, who suffer 

from this intimate relationship which is not open am above board, I would have you 

read any of the autobiographical diaries of the Casanovas of our age. They 

are written, dear friends, in self-pity. They are documents of search, the search for 

simplicity, for an honesty, .for an integrity, for a love which they gave up long long 

ago. 

Robby Henelei, the tanah, the third century, is quoted to the ef.fect that 

a man without a wife is without joy, without blessing and without goodness. Now, on 

the surface of it, taken literally, this teacher is incoITect. We all know of single 

people who can testify to their great zest and pleasure in life. Rather I believe, he 
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he suggested, there is a heightened joy, a unique blessing, a special of well-being 

which comes only to the person who lmows true love. What is that sense? He has opened 

himself, she has opened herself, to life, to feeling, to beauty, to tenderness, to the 

world. Those of us who lmow not love live in a rather neurotic world of our own fears 

and frustrations. We are tied up within ourselves and 'When we offered love no one 

would take this from us. But those of us who have known love, who have known what it 

is to be part of another human being~ hopes and fears and plans and dreams to be inti­

mate, to share a vision, lmow that we have becane more sensitive to the world about us, 

to other people, to other beauties, to other experiences and have become the finer human 

being for it. 

Man, dear friends, is born sealed. There is sealed within us at birth a 

thousand talents, but if we do not train our brain the intelligence stultifies. If we 

do not exercise the body the body weakens. If we are not given the opportunity to share, 

to love, love withers and dies. Much has been written of late of the love-starved 

child, the child who reached out for a parent, for the world, and found himself anonymous. 

These children are unteachable because they are unreachable. They are unreachable be­

cause when they reached out for a mother's embrace there was no mother to anbrace them. 

The laughter, the excitement, the happiness, the friendship of our children testifies 

to our love in them, but as our children grow they require more than the love of a 

parent, a love of the experienced for the young. They require the love of one of their 

own age group, one of an equal, so there is the tumultuous friendships of adolescence, 

and beyond that that supreme relationship which is the love of a young man for a 

young lady, and in this relationship, in its surprise, in its suddenness, in its beauty 

become alive. They can share life with others for what is success if you have no one 

to share it with. And what is the vision that we keep imprisoned deep within if it 

remains shackled? What is the sunset but the erd of another day if there is no one to 

watch it with hands clasped. The man without a wife is without'L joy, without blessing, 

without goodness. To become a full human being you really need a happy marriage, but 

you know, many marTiages are not happy. Perhaps the happy marriage, the marriage which 
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lmows the fullness of love is the exception and not the rule. The woman of valor, who 

can find? Her price is far above rubies. There are volumes and volumes written as to 

the reason for the unhappy marriage and statistics upon statistics on the number of 

marriages that em in divorce but few statistics of the number of marriages that sus­

tain themselves but are not marriages in the real sense. Why do these marriages fail? 

Many were mismatched, yes, even in this age where we give to the young 

their head, many are mismatched. But I must say that I enjoy watching the young people 

shake their heads at the medieval, archair patterns of our ancestors where the family 

arranged the marriage and the shadfun was the go-between. At the same time they'll go 

to a dance and they feed into a computer their hobbies and their interests and their 

talents and their hopes and the computer, this whirling, mindless, brainless creature 

suggests to them the young person with whom they will be happy, the mc:x:lern IBVI shodhom. 

But I suggest that beyond all the physical and economic and psychological 

reasons for which marriages break up, they fail largely, I believe, because we do not 

bring into narriage the proper model or image of what marriage must be. Why do young 

people marry? Why does anyone marry? For passion, for fulfil1rnent, to get a leg up 

economically, to get some status, to marry into a business, because everyone else in the 

set is being married, because we fear loneliness, because mother or father told us we 

had to, there are a hundred reasons why people marry, and they bring into marriage their 

separate personalities and their separate ambitions and they walk in narriage their 

separate ways. Very few marriages fail because people fail their responsibilities to 

their business, to their children, to their corrmunity, to their companions, to the 

home. Where do they fail? In their responsibilities to each other. Am why do they 

fail? Because marriage is not seen in our society as essentially and fundamentally 

and integrally as one, and one thing only, a husband and a wife, a man and a woman, 

a friend and a friend, a lifelong companion and a lifelong companion. It's wonderful 

that marriage leads to children. It's wonderful that marriage continues the generation 

of a family. It's wonderful that marriage encourages a man in a business or a woman 

in her social responsibilities, but fundamentally these aren't important. What is 

I 
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crucial in a marriage is that it grows from passion to tememess, that an intimacy 

develops between those who are married which sustains and encourages and supports. How 

do you fail in marriage without really trying? 

By working hard at your business; by being a good mother; by doing all 

that's asked of you in the corrnnunity; by going to all the parties to which you are in­

vited; by entertaining your husband's business responsibilities; by being a good citizen; 

that's how you fail in marriage if, if you forget to give the best that you have, your 

freshest hours, your most eager thoughts, to the one whom you love. Many who marry have 

a room mate and not a soul mate. Many whom I know who are married I call intimate 

strangers and they're growing more estranged each year from each other. When do they see 

each other? Grousing in the morning, grumbling at night, rubbing sleep from their eyes 

at dawn, too tired to talk in the evening, sacrificing always some responsibility, for­

getting the only responsibility which they really have is to each other, the responsi­

bility, the love they share. 

Let me tum then in conclusion to this old teaching of Rabbi Hanileiz. 

A husband without a wife, a wife without a husband, is without joy, without blessing 

and without goodness. A husband without one to share his very being, his greatest in­

terests; a wife without one to share her grandest hopes, her deepest fears; a husband 

without a wife, a wife without a husband, is without joy, without blessing and with­

out goodness. Need I add that a husband with a wife and a wife with a husband can ac­

cept the buffets of life and no joy and no goodness and know that they are truly 

blessed. 
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