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Chapter 5

JUDAISM AND EcoNoMiCc REFORM

By Norman Solomon

ABSTRACT

The present economic order is marred by social and economic injustice
among and within nations and the overexpioitation and destruction of natural
resources. Scripture is not concerned with designing an economic “system,” but
rather with how to implement justice and compassion within any given system.
While Judaism does not identify progress with the increased provision of mate-
rial goods and services, it does teach us to look after the poor, to heal the sick,
to provide food and shelter for those in need, to educate, and to pursue justice.
All these injunctions demand material as well as personal resources.

Is it possible to engage in the pursuit of wealth without succumbing to greed
and selfishness? Can wealth be distributed equitably? Are citizens of poor
countries poor because of the present system, or in spite of the system?

Implementing Jubilee and Sabbatical years provides a means to address
the four major issues which confront us now in dealing with Third-World debt:
social injustice in the distribution of wealth, work opportunities, environmental
issues, and the stability of population as refiected in the sustained relationship
between people and land.

Judaism advocates education toward integrity, honesty, and a work ethic
based on responsibility to family, employer, employee, society, and the envi-
ronment. Wealth is held in trust from God; we are responsible for ensuring its
fair distribution.

ON Jupaism anp Economics

The principal sources of Judaism are the Hebrew Scriptures
(called the “Old Testament” by Christians) and the Talmud. The
Talmud, completed around 600 c.E.,! centers on the Mishna, a
law code compiled in Palestine c. 210 c.k. The Talmud interprets
and supplements the Scriptures, and a large body of literature
known as “rabbinic literature” has grown up around both the
Bible and the Talmud as they have been interpreted and put into
practice in different ages and societies.

' C.E., for “current era,” is used by Jews in preference to the specifically Chris-
tian A.D., which is an abbreviation of the Latin Anno Domini, “the year of our
Lord.”

Jupaism

Since the classical sources of Judaism were compiled many cen-
turies ago, they do not directly address issues of global economics
in terms of twenty-first century economic analysis. Nevertheless,
they contain much material that can help us formulate a perspec-
tive on these issues. How those sources are used, and how their
values can be implemented in our global society, are matters of
debate; it is important to distinguish which matters can be
decided on the basis of the religious sources and which matters
depend on a more technical economic analysis for their resolu-
tion.

Even on the broadest level it is dangerous to equate biblical
provisions with modern economic theories. For instance, in
Judaism as in other religions, Scripture has been cited in support
of both centrally controlled socialist economies and free-market
principles, just as in earlier times it was cited both for and against
the institution of slavery. The truth seems to be that Scripture is
not concerned with designing an economic “system,” but rather
with how to implement justice and compassion within any given
system.

The sources of Judeo-Christian religious tradition address both
ends and means. “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18)
and “Justice, justice shall you pursue” (Deut. 16:20) define the
ends or values that ought to guide economic activity; economic
activity should be conducted in a manner thart (a) shows concern
for the well-being of the other and (b) is equitable.?

These broad statements of principle are supplemented, in
Scripture and the rabbinic tradition, with detailed guidance to
just and compassionate personal behavior, together with some
indications of the means by which social justice might be imple-
mented in society. This guidance, expressed through the mitzvor
(“commandments”) in the system of halakba (“law”), offers a path
to attain the objective of creating a just and compassionate soci-
ety. “Love your neighbor” is supplemented by numerous mitzvor
and exhortations relating to almsgiving and other forms of indi-

2 All translations are the author’s own except where otherwise indicated.
Depending on which version of the Bible you consult, there may be slight vari-
ations in the English translations.
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