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CHAPTER 3 
Living Justice 

Unit 4: Materialism
and Consumption
"The question of bread for myself is a material question, but the question of bread 

for my neighbors, for everybody, is a spiritual and a religious question"

The Origin of Russian Communism, 

by Nikolai Berdyaev (1874 –1948) 

A Russian religious and political philosopher

 

During the Orientation, we explored the issue 

of poverty. In this unit, we look at the other side 

of that coin, wealth and materialism, which is 

particularly prevalent in the western world (typically 

participants’ own cultures). The sessions will help 

participants find their own stance in regards to 

wealth, consumerism, materialism, minimalism, and 

comfort. They will explore the boundaries of human 

need and where values come into play. Participants 

will think critically about how one chooses to live 

their life, and reflect on possible changes or actions 

they can take to live an [more] ethical way of life. 

Sessions:
1. Between Minimalism and Comfort

2. Dilemmas of Materialism and Values

3. Ethical Consumption

4. Reflection Session: The 100 Thing Challenge
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Goals of the unit: 
Participants will: 

learn and think critically about the consumerism /materialistic culture of ��

the West

assess the costs and benefits of Western culture��

learn about the relationship between the consumerism culture of the ��

Western world and the culture of the developing world. 

explore alternative possibilities to Western culture, challenging participants ��

to imagine making changes in their lives.

Between Minimalism and Comfort

Goals: 

Participants will:

define what constitutes a basic need, and determine which ¸¸

“needs” are truly basic (specifically in regards to possessions)

reflect on their possessions and their consumption patterns ¸¸

explore the values of minimalism and consumerism ¸¸

consider the tension between minimalism and comfort, as visions ¸¸

for an ideal life

Introduction: 

This session explores the space between the two extremes in human consumption patterns 

and materialism: minimalism (owning and consuming - or striving towards owning and 

consuming – only the most basic needs), and excess or comfort (owning and consuming – 

or striving towards owning and consuming – more than one needs for survival). 

This session has at its core an ideological conversation about human needs: What types of 

needs are basic? What is the bare minimum one needs to live? How does that compare with 

the way we live our lives? How do values and choices effect what we consider basic needs, 

particularly when implementing those values costs money? We structure the session with 

the help of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: “basic” needs and “higher” needs. What values 
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are so important to us that we will spend above and beyond the bare minimum? 

We will explore the contours of our own human needs, and also attempt to think about 

the needs and desires of those who live in poverty and dream of climbing out of it. 

Trigger 1: 

Allow participants several moments of quiet to work independently on the exercise. 

Independently, and using the “How Much STUFF Do You Own?” worksheet provided 

on the next page, count how many “things” you own in each of the categories provided 

(estimate in round numbers; feel free to give answers like “20-30”).

Note: There is a similar exercise available online that seeks to estimate how 

many slaves you “employ” based on your consumption patterns and material 

possessions. If you want to have a separate conversation about modern slavery, 

find the tool here: http://slaveryfootprint.org/

After participants complete the exercise, hand them another copy of the worksheet. Have 

them do the exercise a second time, but this time, instruct them: 

Then fill the worksheet out again as if you owned the average possessions of 

the local people in your Project TEN community. Use your imagination and 

approximate.

After both worksheets have been filled out, conduct a brief discussion: 

Discussion:

How does your list compare to that of the (imagined) list of the local people in your ��

Project TEN community? 

How much of what you own could you get rid if you had to? How much should you get ��

rid of, if any?

Do you think that there is a connection between owning possessions and happiness?��

What compels you to buy (more of) something, if you already have enough to get by ��

without the additional goods?

http://slaveryfootprint.org/
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In this session, we will explore the tensions between the values of minimalism and comfort. 

This is an ideological conversation that consists of three parts: (1) an overview of 

terminology (both dictionary definitions, as well as group associations); (2) the ideological 

value of minimalism; and (3) the ideological value of comfort.    

Trigger 2: 

Show this video clip from the 1979 move, “The Jerk” (available at the link below) 

and immediately jump into Part 1 of the session. 

“That’s All I Need!”  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rSWBuZws30g 

PART 1. Defining Basic Needs 

Ask participants: What is your own definition and association of a “need?”��

Write the answers on the board, and attempt to come up with several group  
consensuses regarding the term.  

Bring the dictionary definition provided below. Have them compare the  
dictionary definition with their own.

Then ask participants: What is your own definition and association of a “want?” ��

Write the answers on the board, and attempt to come up with several group  
consensuses about the term. 

Bring the dictionary definition provided below. Have them compare the  
dictionary definition with their own.

THE DICTIONARY SAYS: 

Need (nēd) noun

a requirement, necessary duty, or obligation: 

circumstances in which something is 

necessary, or that require some course of 

action; necessity

Want (wont) noun

1. a lack or deficiency of something

2. the state of being poor and in need of 

essentials; poverty: freedom from want

3. a desire for something

צֶֹרְך )ׁשֵם עֶצֶם(
דבר נחוץ, דבר חיוני, דבר שצריך; 

צו, הכרח, אילוץ; מחסור

ָרצֹון )ׁשֵם עֶצֶם( 
1. דבר רצוי, מבוקש, דרוש, מועדף

2. שאיפה, משאלה, חשק, רצייה

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rSWBuZws30g
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Leave both the dictionary and group-generated definitions on the board for the ��

duration of the session. 

Then discuss: “What do you really need?” ��

Consider: 

what about the need "to be happy"  
a discussion comparing needs and wants 
how the distinction between needs and wants reflects on the accumulation of  
possessions 

what priorities define what you really need?  
Now, with some clarity on the definitions and our own personal orientation towards 

possessions and needs, let us explore the values of minimalism and comfort, both in Jewish 

tradition and at large. 

PART 2. The Value of Minimalism

Play the following video clip of an interview with Peter Singer (1:57 – 3:30)

Peter Singer (b. 1946) is an Australian Jewish moral philosopher who has 

written extensively on world poverty. 

Full interview: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cb2z8HAr7QY

(link from 1:57: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cb2z8HAr7QY&t=1m57s

Discussion questions: 

How far should you go in giving up on your own material goods in order to provide ��

for the poor?

The interviewer challenges Singer: “You live in a fairly nice apartment and you  
travel…” Singer replies that he does, but he shouldn’t. What do you think?

Note: Singer’s position is a situational value and not an ideological value (i.e., he  
says that given the current reality, here is the “right thing” to do. He is not talking 

about what the ultimate or ideal world). 

Does Singer’s position resonate with you?      ��

[Suggestion: have participants debate the matter]

Singer gives 20% of his income to the poor, but believes, ideally, in giving more. Jewish ��

law requires all Jews to contribute (a minimum of) 10% of their income to charity, 

known as “ma’aser” or “tithing.”

Do you think charity can or should be mandated by authorities (i.e., Jewish or civil law)?   
If you were to mandate a baseline amount of required charity, what would that  
amount be? Why?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cb2z8HAr7QY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cb2z8HAr7QY&t=1m57s
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After this brief discussion, divide participants into pairs, and have them study and discuss 

the “Minimalism Text Study” that follows. 

Minimalism Text Study

Ethics of the Fathers 2:7 פרקי אבות ב:ז

He would say:

One who increases possessions, 

increases worry. 

הּוא ָהָיה אֹוֵמר,

    ַמְרֶבּה ְנָכִסים, ַמְרֶבּה ְדָאָגה.

Ethics of the Fathers 6:4 פרקי אבות ו:ד

Such is the way of Torah: Bread with salt 

you shall eat, water in small measure you 

shall drink, and upon the ground you shall 

sleep; live a life of deprivation and toil in 

Torah. If so you do, "fortunate are you, and 

good is to you" (Psalms 128:2) - fortunate 

are you in this world, and it is good to you 

in the World To Come.

ּוַמִים  תֹּאֵכל  ַבֶּמַּלח  ַפּת  ּתֹוָרה,  ֶשׁל  ַדְּרָכּּה  ִהיא  ַכְּך 

ַבְּמּׂשּוָרה ִתְּשֶׁתּה ְוַעל ָהָאֶרץ ִתּיָשׁן ְוַחֵיּי ַצַער ִתְּחֶיה 

ּוַבּתֹוָרה ַאָתּה ָעֵמל ִאם ַאָתּה ֹעֶשׂה ֵכּן ַאְשֶׁריָך ְוטֹוב 

ָלְך ַאְשֶׁריָך ָבּעֹוָלם ַהֶזּה ְוטֹוב ָלְך ָלעֹוָלם ַהָבּא:

Commonly known also by the Hebrew “Pirkei Avot,” this work is from the Mishnah, 

the first compilation of oral law, by Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi (c. 200 C.E.). This text 

addresses ethical living with wisdom statements by the Sages.
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From Chapter 1: 
Bourgeois and Proletarians 
K. Marx & F. Engels, The 
Communist Manifesto (1848),  

מתוך פרק 1: בורגנים 
ופרולטרים
ק. מרקס ופ. אנגלס, 

המניפסט הקומוניסטי )1848( 

Modern bourgeois society, with its 

relations of production, of exchange and 

of property, a society that has conjured 

up such gigantic means of production 

and of exchange, is like the sorcerer who 

is no longer able to control the powers 

of the nether world whom he has called 

up by his spells. For many a decade past, 

the history of industry and commerce is 

but the history of the revolt of modern 

productive forces against modern 

conditions of production, against the 

property relations that are the conditions 

for the existence of the bourgeois and 

of its rule. It is enough to mention the 

commercial crises that, by their periodical 

return, put the existence of the entire 

bourgeois society on its trial, each time 

more threateningly. In these crises, a great 

part not only of the existing products, but 

also of the previously created productive 

forces, are periodically destroyed. In these 

crises, there breaks out an epidemic that, 

in all earlier epochs, would have seemed 

an absurdity - the epidemic of over-

production...there is too much civilization, 

too much means of subsistence, too much 

industry, too much commerce.

שהקימה  בלהטיה  המודרנית,  הבורגנית  החברה 

דומה  כך,  כל  עצומים  אמצעי-ייצור-וחליפין 

כוחות- על  שליטה  לו  אין  ששוב  קוסם  לאותו 

אין  בשנים  עשרות  זה  באוב.  שהעלה  השאול 

תולדות התעשייה והמסחר אלא תולדות המרידה 

של כוחות-הייצור המודרניים, ביחסי-הקניין שהם 

את  להזכיר  די  ולשלטונה.  לבורגנות  צורך-חיים 

משברי-המסחר, אשר בהתחדשם לעתים מזומנות 

החברה  של  קיומה  על  ויותר  יותר  מאיימים  הם 

במשברי  בסימן-שאלה.  אותה  ומעמידים  כולה 

מסחר אלה נהרס בהתמדה לא רק חלק גדול של 

המוצרים המוגמרים, אלא אפילו חלק גדול מכוחות-

הייצור שכבר נבראו. עם המשברים פורצת מגיפה 

חברתית, שהיתה נראית לכל התקופות הקודמות 

מפני  עודף-הייצור…  הגיון – מגפת  נטול  כדבר 

שיש לה ציוויליזציה למעלה מן המידה, אמצעי-

מן  למעלה  תעשייה  המידה,  מן  למעלה  מחייה 

המידה, מסחר למעלה מן המידה.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) and 

Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) 

together authored this seminal 

political document, analyzing 

class struggle and the pitfalls of 

capitalism, and expounding on 

the values of Communism. 
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“Extravagance & Greed”
Dr. Jeremy Benstein 

(trans. from Hebrew) (2002)

מתוך: "ראוותנות 
ורעבתנות"

ד"ר ג'רמי בנשטיין )2002( 

Creating demand: it means creating needs, 

which mean creating a sense of lack, of need. 

Advertising markets a lack of satisfaction. 

While the aim of therapy and spiritual 

traditions from both the East and West are 

usually to help one achieve spiritual peace 

or inner wholeness, the aim of advertising 

is to prevent us from reaching this place, 

to convince us that we are not at whole 

or complete creatures – until we buy that 

illustrious product, of course. And then all 

of our problems will be solved: with the 

right devices and creams, we will become 

popular, we will obtain friends, we will 

become attractive to the opposite sex, we 

will succeed in our careers, and above all – 

we will be happy.

Psychologically, one of the most problematic 

things about consumerism taking over 

our lives is that we are led to seek internal 

or emotional gratification in the material 

world, in the acquisition of stuff. Sometimes 

it is difficult to distinguish this phenomenon 

even in our own lives. Sometimes there truly 

is a certain satisfaction experienced from 

the purchasing of a product; an increase in 

standard of living is felt immediately. Only 

that when the effect wears off, the appetite 

returns, hungry for more, and we do not 

imagine that perhaps it is consumerism that 

is not satisfying over time, that there might 

be something wrong with the entire system. 

We simply turn to next product, convinced 

that with it we will finally satiate the growling 

belly of our consumer appetites.

יצור  שמשמעו  צרכים  יצור  משמעו  ביקוש,  יצור 

תחושת חסר. הפרסום משווק חוסר שביעות רצון. 

בעוד שמטרתן של תרפיה ומסורות רוחניות ממזרח 

או  נפש  לשלוות  להגיע  לעזור  היא  לרוב  וממערב 

זאת  למנוע  היא  הפרסום  מטרת  פנימית,  שלמות 

מאתנו, לשכנע אותנו שאנו איננו יצורים שלמים-- 

עד שלא נקנה את המוצר המהולל, כמובן. ואז כל 

והתכשירים  המכשירים  עם  תיפתרנה:  בעיותינו 

נהיה  חברים,  לנו  יהיו  פופולריים,  נהיה  הנכונים, 

מושכים למין השני, נצליח בעיסוקנו, ומעל לכל-- 

נהיה מאושרים. 

מבחינה נפשית, אחד הפנים הבעייתיים ביותר של 

השתלטות הצרכנות על החיים הוא שאנו מובלים 

לחפש סיפוקים רגשיים או פנימיים בעולם החומר, 

זו  בתופעה  להבחין  קשה  לפעמים  רכוש.  בצבירת 

אפילו בחיינו שלנו. לפעמים יש באמת סיפוק מסוים 

שמורגשת  החיים  ברמת  עלייה  מוצר,  של  מקניה 

מיידית. אך כשהאפקט מתפוגג, חוזר התאבון לעוד, 

אנו לא מעלים על דעתנו שמא הצרכנות אינה מספקת 

לאורך זמן, שאולי יש משהו פגום בכל המערכת. אנו 

פשוט פונים למוצר הבא, משוכנעים ששם נשביע 

את כרכורי הבטן של תאבוננו הצרכניים.

Dr. Jeremy Benstein is the Associate 
Director of the Heschel Center 

for Environmental Learning and 

Leadership in Tel Aviv, and author 

of The Way Into Judaism and the 

Environment (Jewish Lights, 2006). 

Can you summarize the orientation ��

presented in these texts?

Do you agree with this orientation?��
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PART 3. The Value of Comfort

Now we will look at the other side of the coin, the value of living comfortably, or even 

accumulating wealth. 

Comfort Text Study

Yosef Yitzhak Lifshitz, in “Foundations of a Jewish Economic Theory,” 
Azure, 18 (2004)

made available to the needy, even in 

contravention of the owner’s wishes.

Jewish tradition, in contrast, takes a 

positive view of both the institution 

of ownership and the accumulation 

of wealth. It respects economic 

success, seeing it as both a blessing 

and the basis of normative life 

on earth—so long, that is, as it is 

obtained honestly, and proper 

respect is shown for the social 

responsibility that accompanies it…

Rabbi Dr. Yosef Yitzhak Lifshitz 
is a Senior Fellow at the Shalem 

Center, in the Department of 

Philosophy, Political Theory, and 

Religion.  He is the author of 

Judaism, Law & the Free Market: 

An Analysis.

“…while Judaism undoubtedly emphasizes 

concern for the needy—“for the stranger, 

for the fatherless, and for the widow”—

through the commandment to give 

charity and numerous other precepts, 

this is not to be confused with the 

fundamental limitation of property rights 

in the interests of the poor. Nowhere does 

Jewish tradition call for the restructuring 

of society or the imposition of economic 

equality, even as an ideal.

But if the historical roots of socialism are 

not to be found in Judaism, then where 

do they come from? …in the doctrines of 

the very Catholic Church against which 

socialism had originally sought to array 

itself. The Church Fathers had a clear view 

of man’s place in the world, according to 

which the individual’s accumulation of 

wealth was seen as a form of injustice, 

and his rights to property were clearly 

limited by the needs of the poor. In the 

classical Christian view, man should 

not keep more than he needs to live 

modestly, and property should be 
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The following passage is one of several descriptions of Abraham’s wealth in the Torah:

  
Genesis 13:1-2 בראשית פרק יג: א-ב

From Egypt, Abram went up into the 

Negeb, with his wife and all that he 

possessed, together with Lot.  Now Abram 

was very rich in cattle, silver, and gold. 

א ַוַּיַעל ַאְבָרם ִמִּמְצַרִים הּוא ְוִאְׁשּתֹו ְוָכל-ֲאֶׁשר-לֹו, 

ְולֹוט ִעּמֹו--ַהֶּנְגָּבה.  ב ְוַאְבָרם, ָּכֵבד ְמֹאד, ַּבִּמְקֶנה, 

ַּבֶּכֶסף ּוַבָּזָהב.

Yet in this next passage, Abraham is not willing to gain wealth from a source that would 

compromise his values:

Genesis 14:21-23 בראשית פרק יד: כא-כג

Then the king of Sodom said to Abram, 

“Give me the persons, and take the 

possessions for yourself.” But Abram said 

to the king of Sodom, “I swear to the Lord, 

God Most High, Creator of heaven and 

earth: I will not take so much as a thread 

or a sandal strap of what is yours; you shall 

not say, ‘It is I who made Abram rich.’

ַהֶּנֶפׁש,  ֶּתן-ִלי  ֶאל-ַאְבָרם:   ֶמֶלְך-ְסֹדם,  ַוֹּיאֶמר  כא 

ְוָהְרֻכׁש ַקח-ָלְך.  כב ַוֹּיאֶמר ַאְבָרם, ֶאל-ֶמֶלְך ְסֹדם:  

ֲהִרֹמִתי ָיִדי ֶאל-ְיהָוה ֵאל ֶעְליֹון, ֹקֵנה ָׁשַמִים ָוָאֶרץ.  

ִמָּכל- ְוִאם-ֶאַּקח  ְׂשרֹוְך-ַנַעל,  ְוַעד  ִאם-ִמחּוט  כג 

ֲאֶׁשר-ָלְך; ְוֹלא ֹתאַמר, ֲאִני ֶהֱעַׁשְרִּתי ֶאת-ַאְבָרם.
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תלמוד בבלי 

מסכת נדרים דף לח:א 

Babylonian Talmud, 

Tractate Nedarim 38a

אלא  שכינתו  משרה  הקב"ה  אין  יוחנן  ר'  ...אמר 

גבור  ממשה.  וכולן  ועניו  וחכם  ועשיר  גבור  על 

דכתיב )שמות מ( ויפרוש את האהל על המשכן...  

עשיר ]דכתיב[ פסל לך פסולתן שלך יהא. חכם 

בינה  שערי  חמשים  תרוייהו  דאמרי  ושמואל  רב 

נבראו בעולם וכולם נתנו למשה חסר אחת שנאמר 

)תהילים ח( ותחסרהו מעט מאלהים. עניו דכתיב 

)במדבר יב( והאיש משה עניו מאד.

אמר ר' יוחנן כל הנביאים עשירים היו מנלן ממשה 

ומשמואל מעמוס ומיונה. 

מהם  אחד  חמור  לא  טז(  )במדבר  דכתיב  משה 

בלא  דשקל  מאן  לאפוקי  אגרא  בלא  אי  נשאתי 

אגרא אלא דאפי' באגרא דילמא משום דעני הוה 

אלא מן פסל לך פסולתן יהא שלך

The Babylonian Talmud is 

Judaism’s compendium of oral 

law, compiled in the year 500 C.E. 

Tractate Nedarim addresses the 

laws of oath-taking , among other 

topics.

…R. Johanan said: The Holy One, 

blessed be He, causes His Divine 

Presence to rest only upon him who 

is strong, wealthy, wise and meek; and 

all these [qualifications] are deduced 

from Moses. Strong, for it is written, 

And he spread abroad the tent over the 

tabernacle… Wealthy, [as it is written] 

Hew thee, [interpreted] the chips be 

thine. Wise: for Rab and Samuel both 

said, Fifty gates of understanding were 

created in the world, and all but one were 

given to Moses, for it is said, For thou 

hast made him [Moses] a little lower than 

God.  Meek, for it is written, Now the man 

Moses was very meek.

R. Johanan said: All the prophets were 

wealthy. Whence do we derive this? 

From Moses, Samuel, Amos and Jonah. 

Moses, because it is written, I have not 

taken one ass from them.  Now, if he 

meant without a hiring fee — did he then 

merely claim not to be one of those who 

take without a fee?  He must hence have 

meant, even with a fee. But perhaps it 

was because of his poverty?  — But [it is 

derived] from the verse, Hew thee etc.: 

the chips be thine. 
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Jill Jacobs & Simon Greer, There Shall 
Be No Needy: Pursuing Social Justice 
through Jewish Law & Tradition (2010)

Given the tendency of the Rabbis to 

"rabbinize" Moses – that is, to ascribe 

to Moses the characteristics through 

which they define themselves – we can 

understand these discussions of Moses's 

wealth also as a comment on the rabbinic 

ideal. Whether they, in reality, were 

wealthy or poor, the Rabbis certainly 

aspired to wealth, even as they recognized 

the potential dangers of money. There is, 

within mainstream Jewish tradition, no 

idealization of poverty and no obligation 

for religious leaders to take a vow of 

poverty. 

Rabbi Jill Jacobs is an influential 

leader who focuses on Judiasm 

and social justice. She is the 

Executive Director of T’ruah: The 

Rabbinic Call for Human Rights. 

Simon Greer is the President and 

CEO of the Nathan Cummings 

Foundation. He is a labor and 

community organizer and a 

leader in social change.

How Capitalism Will 
Save Us
Adapted from How Capitalism Will 
Save Us: Why Free People and Free 
Markets are the Best Answer in 
Today’s Economy,  by Steve Forbes 
and Elizabeth Ames (Crown Business, 
2009)

We all know the Rap on capitalism: That 

it is fundamentally greedy and immoral. 

That it enables the rich to get richer 

at the expense of the poor. That open 

markets are Darwinian places where 

the most ruthless unfairly crush smaller 

competitors and where the cost of vital 

products and services like health care 

and energy are almost beyond the reach 

of those who need them. Capitalism has 

also been blamed for a range of social 

ills--from air pollution to obesity…

…Because of the Rap, people are blind to 

the Reality--that far from having failed, 

democratic capitalism is the world’s 

greatest economic success story. No 

other system has improved the lives of so 

many people…

…No system has been as effective 

as capitalism in turning scarcity into 

abundance…Thanks to capitalism, 

Americans as a nation are living 

dramatically better and longer than they 

did at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. In The Greatest Century That 

Ever Was: 25 Miraculous Trends of 
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an end, of this extraordinary economic 

expansion.

Along with bringing prosperity to millions, 

democratic capitalism has undermined 

political tyranny and promoted democracy 

and peace between nations of the world. 

It is, without doubt, the world’s most moral 

system.

This last statement may raise eyebrows 

in an era that has seen scandals from the 

collapse of Enron to the devastation of 

personal and charitable wealth caused by 

Bernard Madoff. That is not to minimize 

the crimes of individuals like Madoff and 

others or the damage they cause. As we 

explain, the off-the-charts criminality of 

individuals like Madoff no more reflects 

the immorality of free enterprise than 

the murderous crimes of a Ted Bundy or 

a Jeffrey Dahmer reflect a fundamental 

breakdown of democratic society. 

Democratic capitalism, as a system, is more 

humane than government-dominated 

economies, including those in countries 

that are otherwise democracies.

Nations that liberalize their economies, 

that allow people greater economic self-

determination, end up moving, sooner 

or later, toward democracy. Since the 

nations of the world began to liberalize 

their economies in the mid-1980s, the 

percentage of democratically elected 

governments has surged from 40 percent 

to more than 60 percent today. China, 

for example, is not yet a Western-style 

the Past 100 Years, noted economist 

Stephen Moore and the late business 

professor Julian Simon make the powerful 

observation that since the early twentieth 

century, life expectancy has increased; 

infant mortality rates have fallen tenfold. 

Major killer diseases--from tuberculosis 

to polio, typhoid, and pneumonia--have 

in most parts of the world been, if not 

eradicated, drastically reduced; agricultural 

productivity has soared. The environment 

is also cleaner in many parts of the world. 

Air quality has improved about 30 percent 

in American cities since 1977.

Not only that, Moore and Simon write, 

“the affordability and availability of 

consumer goods have greatly increased. 

Even most poor Americans have a 

cornucopia of choices that a century 

ago the Rockefellers and the Vanderbilts 

could not have purchased.”

…Free-market economic reforms--

especially since the fall of the Berlin 

wall--have brought an unprecedented 

explosion of wealth to India, China, Brazil, 

and nations in central and eastern Europe 

as well as in Latin America and Africa. 

Capitalism has helped to usher in an era 

of wealth and economic growth that failed 

foreign-aid programs since World War II 

were never able to accomplish. In China, 

for example, over two hundred million 

people now have discretionary income. 

The country has a burgeoning middle 

class. The current recession should be 

seen historically as an interruption, not 
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democracy. But the nation is freer today than it was during the era of Mao Tse Tung and 

the repressive Cultural Revolution.

Despite all the gloom and doom voiced by its critics, the free-enterprise system 

is--and has always been--the best way to unleash the creativity, inventiveness, 

and energy of people and mobilize them to meet the wants and needs of others. 

That’s because free-market transactions, far from being driven by greed, are about 

achieving the greatest possible mutual benefit, not only for the parties directly 

involved but eventually for the rest of society.

Can you sum up the orientation presented in these texts in one or two sentences?��

Are you inclined to agree with this orientation?��

Discussion: 

Before, during, or after the text study, it is important to point out that within the ��

Jewish tradition, there are many different opinions on this issue (from the minimalist 

Pirkei Avot to the comfortable descriptions of Moshe and Avraham). There is no single 

Jewish “opinion” about this (or many other!) issue. 

Ask participants: 

Why do you think there are such different Jewish voices?��

What differences are there between the first set of sources extolling minimalism and ��

the second set of sources admiring wealth? 

In your opinion, why was it so important for the Torah and the rabbis to highlight the ��

wealth of the biblical characters? 

Closing Activity: What’s Your Position?

After the text study, conclude the session with this short activity that asks: 

Based on this conversation, where do you ideologically stand, or where should you 

stand?

On the board, create a scale from 1-7, labeling one end “minimalism” and one end 

“comfort”, like this:

Minimalism                                              Comfort

Give each participant a sticky note, tell them to write their name on it and have them 

place the notes on the scale at the spot that they believe represents where they stand 

ideologically. Allow them to get up and move the Post-it notes over the course of the 

unit’s remaining sessions if their positions change.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7


