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Any invitation to examine Muslim, Christian, and Jewish views on wealth creation twelve years after the dissemination of the Interfaith Declaration of International Business Ethics (hereinafter “the Interfaith Declaration”) raises questions that transcend academic interests in religion and religious studies on the one hand, and in business ethics, wealth management, and economics on the other. Indeed, Professor Enderle’s identification of core issues and directions for research in this field offers a number of important clues towards identifying the overarching problems that require our attention, and these may defy simple disciplinary classification.
 For our limited purposes, Enderle’s formulations of a small number of these core issues are particularly instructive. For example, following a survey that highlights the difficulties entailed in defining wealth and wealth creation, Enderle points out that “the productive and the distributive dimension of wealth creation are intrinsically interrelated” and critiques an ideologically driven tendency to separate these two aspects of economic life. Thus, he calls for the reintegration of the distributive dimension of wealth creation into our discussion and analysis of the various stages in the wealth creation cycle. 
 He also stipulates that the motivation that drives the creation of wealth is significant and requires attention. Following Landes’ analysis, Enderle suggests that motivations such as the “joy of finding” that characterized the medieval European entrepreneurial spirit reflect a higher purpose that elevates commercial activity and its function in society. Mere wealth accumulation aside, genuine wealth creation need not simply be regarded as an inferior activity or necessary evil, but also as a reflection of creativity and regard for one’s own and others’ well-being.
 Finally, Enderle argues that business ethics should be understood to be relevant to the creation of both private and public wealth, rather than just private wealth (or the ethics of business organizations). In other words, ethical considerations should also address the state of entire economic systems and the conditions they provide for growth and development. Only a holistic approach to wealth creation would lead to progress on the basis of sustainability. Further, at this time, such a holistic approach requires global awareness and scrutiny, rather than national or regional attention; while too narrow a view may suggest that wealth creation is taking place, a global perspective would perhaps expose the transfer or re-distribution of wealth under conditions that are inconsistent with genuine, long-term wealth creation.
   

On the basis of Enderle’s outline of the challenges, we may surmise that religious perspectives on wealth creation are not merely invited in order to test the relevance or potential relevance of a variety of religious teachings to current commercial conditions, or to examine elements of business ethics in the light of religious sources and values. Rather, today, twelve years following the promulgation of the Interfaith Declaration, scholars of religion and ethics seem to be called upon to cross disciplinary boundaries, collaborate, and advance the formulation of a system of values that would define and regulate wealth creation. Such a system would address the distributive aspects of wealth creation, assess its motivations, legitimize appropriate and genuine wealth creation, and consider it in the context of entire, global economic systems with particular sensitivity to inequalities. However, to begin, religion needs to find its voice and influence in a world wherein narrow economic considerations seem increasingly dominant. In market systems characterized by focused attention on earnings and profits, religion would need to find a way to effectively present its unique contribution. Yet, in Enderle’s words: “If there is a prevalence of economics or an "economization" of society, the challenge of wealth creation is even more daunting”.
 In short, the challenges are hardly insignificant. 

This paper does not purport to present solutions to the complex issues raised above, or to identify ways to advance Enderle’s ambitious agenda. Rather it suggests that these challenges are not new, and that Jewish religious authorities have sought to influence perceptions of wealth creation and to affect economic activity at various times in this nation’s history. In fact, the rabbinic writings examined below indicate that their authors and editors considered their roles to be both educational or at best exhortatory - regulatory, that they sought to temper the drive to accumulate private riches, and that they often presented an alternative understanding to the whole notion of wealth and process of wealth creation. Thus, I argue that while their arguments were often articulated in ways that would appeal to those seeking wealth, the rabbis also advanced them in the interests of social cohesion and the promotion of religious values among their constituents and co-religionists. In other words, I propose that evidence of rabbinic efforts to address wealth creation (and especially its distributive aspects) gives rise to a sense of disapproval, urgency, and challenge that is similar to the sentiments that Enderle’s contribution to our debate engender. Also, it appears that the Sages of Israel sought to highlight the supremacy of religious values and social concerns to private financial interests, yet their arguments neither denied the legitimacy of wealth creation in and of itself, nor did they seek to “cure” members of their constituencies of enterprise and interest in money. 

In the tractate known as Avot de-Rabbi Nathan (that is thought to contain early rabbinic material) we find a story involving R. Yohanan ben Zakkai, one of the founders of the Talmudic tradition.
 According to this narrative, R. Yohanan b. Zakkai came upon a woman who was crawling among the limbs of animals, collecting grain from their excrement. The text indicates that the animals belonged to non-Jews. The rabbi twice asked her who she was, and she would not respond. Finally, she covered her face with her hair and told him that she was the daughter of Nakdimon ben Gurion (whom some have identified with Nicodemus), one of the wealthiest Jews of Jerusalem. When he asked her what happened to her father’s wealth, she responded with a saying that was current in Jerusalem: “The salt of money is diminution”. (An editorial comment in the text indicates that some would say “compassion” instead of “diminution”.) When the rabbi further inquired about her in-laws’ wealth, she responded to the effect that one fortune (presumably her father’s) destroyed the other (her in-laws’). At that point R. Yohanan said to his students that throughout his life he had studied a verse from the Song of Songs and had never understood its meaning until this moment. This verse was: “If you do not know, O fairest of women, go follow the tracks of sheep, and feed your kids.”
 According to R. Yohanan, the verse indicated that the nation of Israel (“the fairest of women”) had become subject to another lowly nation, and not just to a lowly nation – but much worse, to the excrement of their animals. The daughter of Nakdimon ben Gurion then reminded the rabbi that he had signed her kethubah  (the Jewish marriage contract), and he confirmed that the document obligated her husband to pay her one million golden dinari in case of a divorce, attesting to the wealth of the family. A variant of this story occurs in Tractate Ketubbot of the Babylonian Talmud.
 

Evidently, this story recounts the downfall of an extra-ordinarily wealthy woman, all the way into abject poverty. It is also clear that in the mind of R. Yohanan, the daughter of Nakdimon ben Gurion represents the people of Israel, and her circumstances parallel the disaster that befell the entire nation. However, one part of this narrative appears less clear – the reason for this dramatic, catastrophic fall. Addressing the phrase that the daughter of ben Gurion cites, “The salt of money is diminution”, R. Natronai Gaon (a leading authority and head of the rabbinic academy in Sura during the ninth century) explains that salt is a preservative that prevents rotting and reeking. As perishables require salt to prevent the stench of rot, so money requires “salt” (or a preservative) so that it should not be destroyed. And how would one “salt” or preserve money? - With acts of compassion. Money should be used for this purpose, and the reference to diminution indicates that it should be diminished for the sake of charity,
 the performance of commandments, and the honor of Torah.
 Rashi (a pioneer of Franco-German Jewish scholarship who lived in eleventh and early twelfth century France) explains that “any person who wants to ‘salt’ his money, or cause his money to survive, should always diminish from it for the sake of charity, and that this diminution is (the cause of) its survival.”
 The implication seems to be that the ben Gurion family did not preserve its wealth effectively, and that for this reason its money was lost. In addition, these rabbis may be indicating that the lack of adequate investment in charity and religious obligations was the cause of the terrible events that befell the Jewish nation when the Romans over-ran Palestine and devastated its economy, and the Jews lost their autonomy, witnessed the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, experienced expulsion, and suffered heavy casualties.

Another important authority, R. Hayim Or Zarua (who lived in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries), also emphasized the danger entailed in focusing on the private accumulation of wealth and neglecting charity.
 Commenting on the verse: “A miserly man runs after wealth; He does not realize that loss will overtake him”
 (Proverbs 28:22), he explained that this referred to those who were eager in their pursuit of wealth and, at the same time, miserly in their support of charity. Such people did not realize that they diminished their own funds at these times, because as a person’s sustenance over the year was pre-determined, so was a person’s lack, and it was best to cover this lack through contributions to charity (when one could afford such contributions). Further, he recounted the story of R. Yohanan ben Zakkai’s nightmare, wherein he was warned that his relations would experience a reduction in a specific amount of their wealth.
 Immediately, he instructed his relatives give away most of this sum for the purposes of charity. According to this story, the governor sent for these relatives to be arrested, and as they feared arrest, R. Yohanan directed them to give the governor’s agents the rest of the sum he had been warned about and assured them they would be safe. When his relations inquired after his ability to guide their steps, he disclosed that he had been warned by the Master of Dreams about the loss of these monies. However, he did not want to share this information with them in advance so that they may benefit from the reward of giving their money freely, for the purpose of charity. This, explains R. Hayim, illustrates the meaning of “the salt of money is diminution”. We may regard this story as the presentation of a counter-paradigm to that of moneylenders whose only concern is the accumulation of wealth. This example of the moneylender is also drawn from earlier rabbinic literature and specifically highlighted in the Or Zarua.
 For our purposes, it is worth noting that these stories highlight the financial risks entailed in greed and stinginess. In the narrative involving the daughter of Nakdimon ben Gurion, the consequences of the failures of the woman’s family are evident in her attempts to sustain herself. In the story involving R. Yohanan’s relations, the reader is left imagining “what would happen if” the family had not disposed of its monies in time. However, the notions of wealth creation and enterprise do not come under attack. On the contrary, these texts seem to indicate appropriate ways to achieve and sustain wealth. 

Another story that we find in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan is also repeated by R. Hayim Or Zarua. However, this episode indicates the merit in temporarily giving up wealth in order to engage in Torah. This narrative involves R. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, and intimates that he gave up the prospect of acquiring his father’s wealth to study Torah with R. Yohanan. However, at the end of the story, R. Eliezer – now an accomplished scholar – taught brilliantly in a social event that his father attended. His father was so impressed with him that he offered him the wealth that would be due to him as well as his siblings’ portions.
 In other words, the lesson is that the study of Torah pays, and is in the long run more financially beneficial than alternatives that, at the moment of decision, may seem financially prudent. Indeed, all of these stories aim to present the founders of the rabbinic tradition as models of piety and wisdom who were rewarded (also financially) in the course of their lives. However, they also teach their audiences that wealth and poverty are at least partly dependent upon the observance of religious obligations, and promote the counter-intuitive financial recommendation to give up or give away money precisely so that wealth may be sustained and increased. While the rewards of the study of Torah and performance of other commandments extend far beyond economic benefits, the arguments brought forth in these texts clearly suggest that these activities do entail financial benefits among their other merits. Clearly, the implication is that the pursuit of wealth is not in itself unworthy, but rather that wealth should be pursued properly.

Mahzor Vitry, an early thirteenth century compilation of liturgical literature, commentaries, and halakhic (Jewish law) passages that is attributed to R. Simcha of Vitry, explicitly associates between financial circumstances and various states of mind. According to this text, a person who is agreeable, kind, and generous is likely to enjoy greater success in the long run than another who tends to be angry and disagreeable. It further describes a type of person who is jealous of others, disinterested in charity, ill-disposed to the possibility that others’ wealth should increase, and concerned about others’ good reputations. We learn that such a person does not primarily suffer from jealousy of others’ circumstances and wealth, but that such a person is ill disposed towards (and insecure about) his own assets. For this reason, such a person would not succeed in sustaining and increasing his or her own wealth. Mahzor Vitry suggests that this is the true meaning of the saying “the salt of money is diminution”.
 This passage is noteworthy because it promotes approaches and perspectives that are consistent with a particular state of mind and disposition to the world rather than the performance of commandments. While the texts examined above are consistent with a critique of greed, jealousy, and over-protectiveness of money, they typically address the implications in terms of the failure to perform of the commandments, and of a narrowness of focus that is not conducive to financial success. Here, the underlying mental and/or psychological issues are explicitly stated and addressed. Mahzor Vitry directly points to the “character flaw” that leads to both failure to perform commandments and to lack of financial success, and proceeds to offer an alternative model for success.

Thus, there is some variation among the texts examined above. Yet, read in concert, they offer us a number of common elements that transcend the particular emphasis of each text. I would argue that the salient common elements in these texts are as follows:

1) Throughout these texts, there is a basic acceptance of the legitimacy of wealth and of the attempt to seek wealth.

2) The rabbis seek to present an alternative view of wealth and propose a different “life-style” that would, they assure us, promote wealth creation. In this respect, they place themselves in the position of consultant-experts on wealth creation and management on the basis of their extensive training in the Jewish religion. It is important to emphasize that while the model they offer is attractive and engaging, it is always presented as an alternative paradigm wherein the role models are the earlier Sages of the Jewish tradition.

3) The texts we examine offer a more holistic view of wealth management and creation and associate it with religious observance and the “state of the nation”. Their view is, thus, holistic as well as “long term”. More importantly, their view seems to be that religious values and obligations ought to constitute the structure wherein wealth is produced. Their opposition seems to be to life-styles wherein the accumulation and management of wealth are the main organizing principle and religion and its requirements are secondary.

4) The authors and editors of these texts are clearly concerned with social justice, social cohesion, and inequality. The texts we have examined highlight the issue of charity, and the value in spreading wealth for it to survive. Indeed, we may note parenthetically that a study of the Jewish laws of charity would reveal that its highest purpose is the transformation of dependent individuals into independent actors who participate in the generation of wealth through industry and commerce.

5) All of these texts offer a warning concerning the consequences (including the economic consequences) of not following this rabbinic advice, and of living the “wrong” kind of life. It is clear from the above that the implications of failure are serious both for the individual who fails and for his or her family and the larger community. The consequences of failure can also be felt “nationally”.

The same salient features are found in a celebrated ruling of R. Solomon ben Adret (known by the acronym Rashba), a leading halakhic authority in thirteenth and early fourteenth century Spain. The question he is presented requests that he take a side in a dispute between two factions of a community that are defined in socio-economic terms. The middle-classes favor the establishment of a central administration to collect and distribute charity so that it may be assessed and collected on a proportional basis. The wealthy favor a voluntary system of donations without an administration that would assess the obligation of each household. Rashba’s response refers to the story of Nakdimon ben Gurion’s daughter, and advocates a proportional system of collection that would better distribute wealth in the community. As I have already argued elsewhere, he also proposes that it is in the interest of the wealthy to “salt“, or manage, their wealth properly, and offers some suggestion of the implications of failure.
 Towards the end of his responsum, he writes that in his day “the generation has been impoverished (or reduced), and there is neither wealth in the pocket nor in the mind”.
 It seems that the challenges in his time were not insignificant either.     
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