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Technical civilization is the product of labor, of man’s exertion of power for the sake of gain, for the sake of producing goods. It begins when man, dissatisfied with what is available in nature, becomes engaged in a struggle with the forces of nature in order to enhance his safety and increase his comfort. To use the language of the Bible, the task of civilization is to subdue the earth, to have dominion over the beast.
How proud we often are of our victories in the war with nature, proud of the multitude of instruments we have succeeded in inventing, of the abundance of commodities we have been able to produce. Yet our victories have come to resemble defeats. In spite of our triumphs, we have fallen victims to the work of our hands; it is as if the forces we had conquered have conquered us. (Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath, p. 27) 

I, as I imagine many of us here today, long to live a life of integrity and wholeness. As I imagine this life, it is both a life of purpose and comfort. It is a life where I learn to accept, appreciate, and take responsibility for the environment in which I live and of which I am a part. It is a life where I demonstrate respect and love for others through everyday actions. It demands patience and humility. I must continually learn to listen more fully, and to respond and to give back more generously. This life includes a search for a plurality of good-enough meanings. Where I can not already find meaning, I must be prepared to create it together with others through dialogue. I must keep growing and learning even in my darkest hours, even in the face of painful suffering. This is a life where real joy and happiness are goals to be embraced and shared. 


What I am describing here is a kind of spirituality, but it is not the kind of spirituality that one finds by denigrating the physical world or denying our bodies and their desires and needs.1 In fact, from a Jewish perspective, even the so-called “Evil Desire” can potentially serve a legitimate moral function.2

From this point of view, material wealth is a value among many other values. Here is how one of the truly great Jewish theologians of the last century, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, framed it in his short but illuminating book entitled The Sabbath:

To gain control of the world of space is certainly one of our tasks. The danger begins when in gaining power in the realm of space we forfeit all aspirations in the realm of time. There is a realm of time where the goal is not to have but to be, not to own but to give, not to control but to share, not to subdue but to be in accord. Life goes wrong when the control of space, the acquisition of things of space, becomes our sole concern. (1951, p. 3, emphasis added).

The Sabbath and a Sabbath consciousness, Rabbi Heschel believed, are integral to an authentic Jewish life. But the Sabbath is misunderstood if it is conceived of as a withdrawal or a moving away from the world. 

Since there are so many acts which one must abstain from doing on the seventh day “you might think I have given you the Sabbath for your displeasure; I have surely given you the Sabbath for your pleasure.” To sanctify the seventh day does not mean: Thou shalt mortify thyself, but, on the contrary: thou shalt sanctify it with all thy heart, with all thy soul and with all thy senses. “Sanctify the Sabbath by choice meals, by beautiful garments; delight your soul with pleasure and I will reward you for this very pleasure.” (Heschel, 1951, pp. 18-19).


In Judaism, it is nearly universally recognized that wealth is one of the important ingredients that goes into living a rich and meaningful life. According to the Bible, for example, all three of the Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, were, or became, wealthy individuals possessing large numbers of cattle and herds.

“If I am not for myself, who will be for me?”

But, once we recognize the core legitimacy of wealth to society as a human value, how do we prevent the pursuit of wealth from taking over everything else? If I like “choice meals” and “beautiful garments” so much, why should I restrict my consumption of them to just one day a week? After all, as the first century Rabbi, Hillel, once rhetorically asked, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?”


One ancient Rabbi, Shimon Bar Yochai, who lived about a hundred years after Hillel, sensed the danger, and perhaps attractions and temptations of wealth, so acutely that he and his son hid in a cave, eating nothing but the fruit from a carob tree, for more than twelve years. When they finally emerged from the cave, they immediately saw workers plowing the fields and sowing the seed. They said, “These people forsake eternal life and are engaged in temporary life!” (as quoted in Heschel, p. 36). Whatever they looked at was consumed by fire. A heavenly voice chastised them, though. “Have ye emerged to destroy My world? Return to your caves” (as quoted in Heschel, p. 36). 

“If I am only for myself, then what am I?”


Hillel, and mainstream Jewish thought, unlike the cave-dwelling, Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, recognized the significance of secular and self-interested behavior. I, too, believe that any kind of useful ethics we decide together to promote must start with an affirmation and recognition of self-interested behavior. The ethical problem is not in being self-interested, the ethical problem is in being only self-interested. Or, as Hillel formulated it in his second and connected  rhetorical question, “If I am only for myself, then what am I?”


Hillel knew that we must somehow find a way to balance our own needs with the needs of others. In Jewish thought, neither selfless love nor selfish love are seen as ideals. Perhaps this is nothing more than one more restatement of the golden rule, “Love your neighbor as you love yourself” (Leviticus 19: 18). But, how do we operationalize this? How do we begin to enact the golden rule?


I believe, with many others, that what is being asked of us in the golden rule, and its many variants both ancient and modern, is not just a change in behavior – more of this less of that – but a change or, better, a growth in consciousness. We must move beyond the inherited philosophy of individualism to a new way of being in, and relating to, the world.  To me, what this really means is that we must learn how to live in the moment of dialogue. 


No modern Jewish thinker has done more to promote the notion of dialogue as central to Jewish ethics than Martin Buber. Throughout all of his writings, but especially in his book I and Thou, Buber expressed a deep and profound appreciation for interpersonal communication and human inter-connectedness. As Buber stated, “God is not in me, and God is not in you, but God is what is between us.” Or, on another occasion, “When two people relate to each other authentically and humanly, God is the electricity that surges between them.” 


Interestingly, Martin Buber (in I andThou) explicitly upheld the human will to "profit and to be powerful," but he warned that these desires "have their natural and proper effect so long as they are linked with, and upheld by, his will to enter into relation" (emphasis added).


Buber’s understanding of the central place of dialogue is well-grounded in traditional Jewish sources. For example, in Genesis, Abraham responds to God’s decision to destroy Sodom by engaging God in a conversation. Abraham asks God, “Will not the judge of the whole earth act justly?” In rabbinic writings, even a cursory examination will show that dialogue among the rabbis is the defining characteristic of Talmudic thought and engagement. No rabbinic phrase captures this idea better than the expression “It [Jewish law and ethics] is not in heaven.”

The Pursuit of Wealth as Part of a Dialogue

The pursuit, the acquisition, and the disposition of wealth are all activities that gain their ethical legitimacy as part of a larger, ongoing society-wide dialogue. To use Biblical language, we can say that wealth is a necessary good when it promotes, extends, and deepens covenantal responsibilities.3 When wealth, and the power that comes with wealth, are misused to cut dialogue short, to engage in strategic communication, or to undercut democratic institutions that support open and free dialogue, wealth and power have exceeded their appropriate boundaries. In these cases, rather than enriching us, wealth impoverishes us, regardless of its “positive” effect on how we might currently measure and report gross national product. As the list of the colossal ethics failures in the last decade amply demonstrates, the unrestrained pursuit of wealth – i. e. wealth unhinged from the “will to enter into relation” – has a natural tendency to colonize other human values. 


In order to legitimately justify an organization’s decisions and actions, corporate accountability should, and increasingly is,  viewed and described as a dialogue between the corporation and its stakeholders and not as a monologue on the part of management.4 This means that corporate accountability requires listening to a company’s diverse stakeholders as well as responding to them. 









These diverse stakeholder surely must include the least well-off members of society and not just the wealthiest. “The stranger that sojourneth with you shall be unto you as the homeborn among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 19:34). But are the high aspirations set in this Biblical verse really possible to achieve given the following startling statistics?

1-In the US in 2000, income inequality was greater than at any time since the 1920s, with the richest 5 percent of all households receiving six times more income than the poorest 20 percent of households. This statistic has risen dramatically since 1970. 

2-In 2002, according to US government statistics, 34.6 million people lived in poverty, about 12 percent of the total population. 

3-With respect to the issue of wealth, the richest 1% of all households owned 42% of all stocks, 56% of all bonds, 44% of all trusts, 71% of all non-corporate businesses, and 37% of all non-home real estate. 

Consider, as a stark contrast to the above statistics, the ideals inherent in the Jewish institution of the Jubilee year. According to the Torah’s original plan every 50 years, or about once in a lifetime, there was supposed to be a radical redistribution of wealth (Leviticus 25). While it may be hard to imagine that these law were ever fully operative, they provides  a clear statement of the Jewish pull towards economic equality, and the Jewish sensitivity towards the least well-off members of society. It is impossible, of course, to derive specific policy prescriptions from these ancient laws, nevertheless, the power and attraction of the biblical world-view undercuts those contemporary conservative view-points that are based solely on the “sanctity of private-property.” 


If dialogue is going to be more than mere lip-service, we must find ways not only of treating the strangers fairly, but we must devise ways of actively seeking them out and bringing them into our houses. The following is a Rabbinic midrash describing the difference between Job and Abraham that illustrates this point:

Now when that great calamity came upon Job, he said unto the Holy One, blessed be He: “Master of the Universe, did I not feed the hungry and give the thirsty to drink? And did I not clothe the naked?

Nevertheless the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Job: “Job, thou has not yet reached half the measure of Abraham. Thou sittest and tarriest within thy house and the wayfarers come in to thee. To him who is accustomed to eat wheat bread, thou givest wheat bread to eat; to him who is accustomed to eat meat, thou givest meat to eat; to him who is accustomed to drink wine, thou givest wine to drink. But Abraham did not act in this way. Instead he would go forth and make the rounds everywhere, and when he found wayfarers he brought them into his house. To him who was unaccustomed to eat wheat bread, he gave wheat bread to eat; to him who was unaccustomed to eat meat, he gave them meat to eat; to him who was unaccustomed to drink wine, he gave wine to drink. Moreover he arose and built stately mansions on the highways and left there food and drink, and every passerby ate and drank and blessed Heaven. (Abot de R. Natan, 7 as translated by J. Goldin).

Ethics is ultimately about seeing our own humanity in the other, and seeing the other’s humanity in ourselves. On Passover, for example, we invite the poor to join us at our seders. This is not just an act of charity, this is an act of self-preservation. As Maimonides, the preeminent medieval Jewish scholar, put it more than 800 years ago, ““he who locks the doors to his courtyard and eats and drinks with his wife and family without feeding the poor and bitter of soul–his meal is not a rejoicing in a divine commandment but a rejoicing in his own stomach.” Treating everyone with equal human dignity may not be the sole aim of community, but it is certainly a necessary means for every other aim. 

A Role for Religion in Business Ethics

Viewing the creation of wealth as part of, or as “contained by,” dialogue suggests that we should view all specific prescriptions about business ethics as, at best, incomplete, temporary, and tentative. In my view, we don’t merely inherit ethics from the past nor do we receive it from on high. Ethics, in my vision, is the continuous process of co-creating an emerging covenant, and simultaneously promising (covenanting) to one another that we will do our best to live up to its terms. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the current Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, expands on this, “Covenant is the bond by which two parties pledge themselves to one another, each respecting the freedom and integrity of the other, agreeing to join their separate destinies into a single journey that they will travel together, ‘fearing no evil, for You are with me’” (2005, p. 45).


Perhaps at the end of the day, the best gift that religion has to offer business ethics on the topic of wealth creation is not another list of dos and don’ts, not another code of external constraints, but a model of how humans, ideally, could and should interact with one another. Religion and religious discourse, based on the Biblical view that each and everyone of us is “created in the image of God”, might, at its best, help us learn how to listen better, voice more honestly, and respect one another more deeply. 


Religion might remind us that carving up the world into economic, environmental, and social domains may be useful for some purposes, but it is ultimately as artificial as any other division. Religion might remind us that wealth and profits are nothing more and nothing less than human creations, and that the only real and durable wealth is shared wealth. Rabbi Heschel rhetorically asked, “Is the joy of possession an antidote to the terror of time...?” (p. 6). Undoubtedly not.


Maybe, the hardest lesson of all that religion can teach us is to learn how to remain in the moment of dialogue, how to maintain the “will to enter into relation.”  We continue to speak to one another, face to face,  not to forfeit wealth, not to forego power, and not to uproot our desires. We remain in the moment of dialogue because it is here that wealth is truly enjoyed, power is legitimated, and our deepest human desires are most likely to be fulfilled. To appreciate all of this may require a change in consciousness on our part, but ultimately this mind-shift is the point of a religiously-grounded business ethics. I conclude with a final and apt quote from Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, a 19th century Hassidic Rabbi. In his view, “The whole world is a narrow bridge and the most important thing of all is not to fear.” 
Works Cited
Buber, Martin, I andThou, (New York: MacMillan Publishing Company, 1958).

Enderle, Georges, “Business Ethics And Wealth Creation: Conceptual Clarifications and Research Questions, Working paper.

Heschel, Abraham Joshua, The Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modern Man, (1951).

Pava, Moses L. Leading With Meaning: Using Covenantal Leadership to Build a Better Organization, (New York, Palgrave, 2003).

Sacks, Jonathan, To Heal Fractured World (London: Continuum Press, 2005).

	1I agree wholeheartedly with Georges Enderle when he writes, “If the material world is considered inferior or even evil and if hostility towards the human body prevails, wealth cannot but share these qualities and is likely to be denigrated” (2007).


	2“And God saw all that He had made, and found it very good. And there was evening, and there was morning, the sixth day" (Genesis 1:31, emphasis added). Commenting on this Biblical verse, the rabbis asked why the text included the seemingly extraneous word “very”? How does this word add to the meaning of this statement, as it must? Here is how they answered this question:





“Rabbi Nahman said in Rabbi Samuel's name: "Behold, it was good" refers to the Good Desire; "And behold, it was very good" refers to the Evil Desire. Can then the Evil Desire be very good? That would be extraordinary! But without the Evil Desire, however, no man would build a house, take a wife, and beget children.”





This is an extraordinary idea and it is fundamental to my understanding of what it means to live a life of integrity and wholeness.  According to the ancient Rabbis everything comes from God and is therefore good. The Evil Desire is so called because of its destructive potential, but at the same time, the need for desire and its positive overtones are emphasized. 


 


	3Elsewhere, I have defined covenant as a voluntary agreement among independent but equal agents to create a “shared community.” This primary purpose of the agreement is to consciously provide a stable social location for the interpretation of life’s meanings in order to help foster human growth, development, and the satisfaction of legitimate human needs (see Pava, 2003, p. 2).


	4The Global Reporting Initiative is perhaps the single best example of this.
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