Ethical Consumerism
Desire, Responstbility, and the Good Soclety

The Moral Power of the Dollar!
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1. Negative Torah Ethics of Consumerism

1. Lifnei Iver

Leviticus 19:14

“You shall not curse the deaf, and you
shall not place a stumbling block
before the blind, you shall fear your G-
d - I am Hashem.”
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2. Asceticism and Abstinence

A. Pleasure as ends distances one from G-d and destroyvs religion

Chovot HaLevavot 9:2: Perishut

“The instinct attracts them to an
indulgent lifestyle and a pursuit of
wealth, enamoring them of this world’s
luxury and prominence, until finally
they sink in the depths of the sea,
forced to face the crush of its waves.
The (material) world rules them,
stopping up their ears and closing their
eyes. There is not one among them who
occupies himself with anything but his
own pleasure - wherever he can attain it
and the opportunity presents itself.
(Pleasure) becomes his law and
religion, driving him away from G-d.
As it says, “Your own wickedness will
punish you, your own sins will rebuke
you...."” (Yirimeyahu 2:19).”
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B. Consumption and Character

Chovot HaLevavot 9:5 : Perishut

“There are three ways of (partaking of)
the permitted things left to our
discretion.

The first (way) is partaking (only) of
food that is not consumed for pleasure,
(food) without one could not live or
continue to exist.

The second (way) is partaking of
permitted food in a (more) liberal
fashion, aiming for moderation in
pleasure without extravagance or
profligacy - for example, by meeting
(basic) needs with good bread and
finely prepared dishes, by drinking
good wine in moderation. The same
applies to dress, living
accommodations, and other needs.
The third (way) is overindulging in
permitted pleasures purely for the sake
of luxury. This leads one to forbidden
pleasures and keeps him from
performing the duties he owes G-d, as
it says: ‘Lest he quaff and forget that
which is decreed,” (Mishlei 31:5).”
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II. A Positive Consumer Ethic Beyond Abstinence

A. Desire: Need for the Yetzer Hara

Yoma 69b

“(The Men of the Great Assembly)
then said: since it is now a time of
Divine favor, let us pray for the (evil)
inclination for immorality (to be
subdued before us). They prayed and it
too was delivered into their hands.
(Then) it (the evil inclination) said to
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them: See that if you kill that (me) the
world will become desolate. They
imprisoned it for three days. (Over
those three days) they sought a freshly
laid egg throughout Israel and it was
not to be found.

Bereshit Rabbah 9:7 - commerce ceases

B. Rav Yisrael Salanter’s Solution (Ohr L’Yisrael)

0 Kibbush Ha’Yetzer
0 Tikkun Ha’Yetzer

C. Giving Dignity to Emotional Life

The worth of a particular emotion must not be measured by some intrinsic quality
it possesses, but rather by the relevance and significance of its correlate object.
There are neither bad nor good emotions; instead there are bad or good emotional
objective references,” (Rav Soloveitchik, A Theory of Emotions, p. 182).

D. Addressing Poverty Through Consumerism

Taanit 21a

Ilfa and R. Yochanan studied together the
Torah and they found themselves and they
found themselves in great want and they
said to one another, Let us go and engage
in some commerce so that we can fulfill
the Torah verse “There shall be no needy
among you.”

X 7MY X2 77 021N No0» 922 7N

1177 RP°MT ,RNIR2 9073 17T 13010 027 KON
L,RPDY 72711 25191 DIP°3 R LR RN9OH
72 7777 R 9D DX A" @127+ PwoIa ovpn
TPIN.

E..  Business is better than tzedakah and loans

Shabbat 63a

R. Abba said in the name of R. Shimon ben
Lakish: He who lends (money) is greater
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than who performs charity; and he who
forms a partnership is greater than all.
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I11. Thinking About the Producer (Religious Consciousness)

Berakhot 58a

Ben Zoma say a multitude (of Jews
while he was standing) on a step of
the Temple Mount. He said (the
blessing) Blessed....the Sage of the
Secrets. And (and he also recited)
Blessed....Who created all these to
serve me.

He used to say: How many exertions
did Adam the first man make until
he found bread to eat. He plowed, he
sowed, he reaped. He gathered
(stalks) together, he threshed, he
winnowed, he selected, he ground
(grain into flour), he sifted, he
kneaded, he baked, and afterwards
he ate the bread. But I (Ben Zoma)
rise early in the morning and find all
these (labors) prepared before me.

X TIMY 111 7 M52 Noon 722 7InoN

,N727 9772 79Y7 23 DY RDIVIIR IR XA 12
17X 92 X12W T1N21,0°177 230 102 R
QTR Y2 MR 710 IR 777 R IWnwh
LU L, WA SP1OKRY ND RXNW TV PIWRIN
TR L IA0Y ,0021 700, 0T, 1m0 I3
RZ121 22w 2R ,29K T2 MR LIORY LW
°199 1°1PIN7 19R 93,

IV. The Good Society

Avodah Zara 2b

In times to come, the Holy One,
blessed be He, will take a scroll of the
Law in His embrace and proclaim:
‘Let him who has occupied himself
herewith, come and take his
reward.’...the Kingdom of Edom
(Rome) will enter first before
Him...the Holy One, blessed be He
will then say to them: “Wherewith
have you occupied yourselves?” They
will reply....’we have established
many marketplaces, we have erected
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many baths, we have accumulated NIR3X "7 X1
much gold and silver, and all this we
did only for the sake of...Torah.” The
Holy One, blessed be He, will say in
reply: “You foolish ones among the
peoples, all that you have done, you
have only done to satisfy your own
desires. You have established
marketplaces to place prostitutes in
them, baths to revel in them, (as to the
accumulation of) silver and gold that
is Mine, as it is written: ‘Mine is the
silver and Mine is the gold, says the
Lord of Hosts’ (Haggai 2:8).

V. Returning to a Culture of Gifts

“The desire to consume is a kind of lust. We long to have the world flow through us
like air or food. We are thirsty and hungry from something that can only be carried
inside bodies. But consumer goods merely bait this lust, they do not satisfy it. The
consumer of commodities is invited to a meal without passion, a consumption that
leads to neither satiation nor fire. He is a stranger seduced into feeding on the
drippings of someone else’s capital without benefit of its inner nourishment, and he is
hungry at the end of the meal, depressed and weary as we all feel when lust has
dragged us from the house and led us to nothing...... A paradox of gift exchange:
when the gift is used, it is not used up. Quite the opposite, in fact: the gift that is not
used will be lost, while the one that is passed along remains abundant.” (The Gift,
Lewis Hyde, p. 8, 26)

VI. Is the radical privatization of property what the Torah intended for us?

Without determining the economic system envisaged by the Torah, it is evident
that a consistent application of the Torah’s socio-economic norms is incompatible
with the tenets of Capitalism. The Torah’s statutory insistence in ‘thou shall do that
which is right and good’ harbors such severe limitations upon private property as to
render it virtually untenable and unprofitable,” (Rav Kook, Hazon Vehagshamah, p.
194)




VII. Ethical Concerns

Vayikra 19:13

You shall not defraud your neighbor, nor
rob him; the wages of he who is hired shall
not remain with you all night until the
morning.

Dvarim 24:14-15

You shall not oppress a hired servant who
is poor and needy, whether he is of your
brothers, or of your strangers who are in
your land inside your gates;

At his day you shall give him his hire, nor
shall the sun go down upon it; for he is
poor, and sets his heart upon it; lest he cry
against you to the Lord, and it should be
sin to you.

Sefer HaYirah, Rabbeinu Yonah

Be careful not to afflict any living creature,
whether animal or bird, and all the more so,
one should not afflict a person who is
created in the image of the Divine. If you
want to hire laborers and you find that they
are poor, they should be [regarded as] poor
members of your household, and do not
degrade them, for you were commanded to
have a respectful manner with them and to
pay their wages.
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Deuteronomy 7: 26

You must not bring an abhorrent thing into
your house, or you will be proscribed
(Herem) like it; You must reject it as
abominable and

abhorrent, or it is proscribed.
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Deuteronomy 23:19

You shall not bring the fee of a whore or
the pay of a dog into the house of the Lord
your God in fulfillment of any vow, for
both are

abhorrent to the Lord your God.
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Vayikra Rabbah 6.2 (Soncino Press)

There once was a governor who used to put to death receivers of stolen property and release
the thieves, and all used to find fault with him, saying that he was not acting correctly. What
did he do? He issued a proclamation throughout the province, saying: 'Let all the people go
out to the public field!" What did he do then? He brought some weasels and placed before
them portions of food. The weasels took the portions, and carried them to their holes. The
next day he again issued a proclamation, saying: "Let all the people go out to the public
field!" Again he brought weasels and placed portions of food before them but this time he
stopped up all the holes. The weasels took the portions, and carried them to their holes, but
finding these stopped up, they brought their portions back to their places. [He did this] to
demonstrate that all the trouble is due to receivers. This then we learn from the governor:
How can we illustrate our texts by an example? Reuben stole from Simeon, and Levi knew of
it. Said Reuben to Levi: Do not expose me, and I will give you half." The following day,
people enter the Synagogue and hear the functionary announce: "Who has stolen from
Simeon?" and Levi is present there. Surely the Torah has decreed, "If a soul sins...If he be a
witness, whether he has seen or known, if he do not utter it, then he shall bear the

responsibility for his sin." (Lev. 6:1)

Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 429
Not to Gain Pleasure from Approaching Idol
Worship
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For we should not attach any item of Idol
Worship to our money or property, in order to
gain pleasure from it, and for this reason, the
Torah says "You must not bring an abhorrent
thing into your house." And one reason for this
commandment is to distance every element of
detested idol worship...

And within the commandment is that one should
not attach to his own money, which God graced
him with, the money of another which was gained
through theft, violence or exploitation, or from
any disgusting element, because all of these are
included in the elements of idol worship. For
man's heart is inclined towards evil, which
desires [items paid for by any means] and brings
it into the home; and this inclination towards evil
is called idol worship... And about monies such
as these, that we have discussed, and about the
elements of idol worship, on all these it is written
"you will be proscribed (Herem) like it," meaning
that any thing which is attached to it is
proscribed, and God's blessing is absent from it,
and it is lost and destroyed, as the Rabbis say,
"The inclusion of even one

perutah [a very small amount] of money gained
by extorting interest will destroy large treasuries
of money.
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VIII. The Challenge

“With the birth of the norm, man becomes aware of his singularly human existence which
expresses itself in the dichotomous experience of being unfree, restricted, imperfect, and
unredeemed, and, at the same time, being potentially powerful, great and exalted, uniquely
endowed, capable of rising far above his environment in response to the divine moral
challenge,” ( Rav Soloveitchik, Lonely Man of Faith, page 59).




