


The religious and spiritual situation 
during the days of the Second 
Temple was radically dif ferent 
from that of the First Temple, as 
the people had been weaned away 
from idolatry and the bloodshed 
and sexual immorality that went 
together with it. Study of Torah 
and religious observance were at 
an unprecedented high level and 
yet this Temple too was destroyed. 
In the Talmud var ious reasons 
were given for this destruction. 
Superficially they seem to have 
no relationship to morality or 
ethics with regard to the market 
and to economic behaviour, yet 
closer examination will show that 
here too, a powerful relationship 
exists.

One of the causes was that they 
placed all the emphasis on the law 
and each one demanded their full 
legal rights (Baba Metzia 30b). It 
is easy to see how such a culture 
can easily lead to selfishness and 
to legal but unethical practices; 
it is possible to do evil within the 
framework of the law. 

Downsizing can be perfectly legal 
and efficient, yet devoid of mercy 
and charity. There is a responsum 
wherein the Dayan prevented a rich 
person from opening a liquor store 
in competition to an existing one, 

even though there was 
no halachic basis for 
preventing him. It was 
done solely on the basis 
of the difference in their 
wealth and the fact that 
the competitor had a 

number of successful businesses.

Another of the causes was the 
needless hatred that permeated 
the society. Such hatred leads to 
gossip and slander that is expressed 
a l s o  i n  t h e  d ow n g r a d i n g  o f 
competitors and their products, in 
fierce competition both in business 
and in patterns of consumption, 
and to an economy that is closer 
to a jungle than to a market. In the 
war for talent that characterises 
many firms in high-tech, it does not 
permit participants in the market 
to practice the dictum of Hillel, 
‘Do not do to others, what you 
would not like to be done to you.’ 
Aggressive advertising that leads 
consumers to buy worthless goods 
or tainted and damaged ones is 
also a negation of Hillel’s dictum.

The same Talmudic source teaches 
that the destruction of the Temple 
was the punishment for not reciting 
the brachot made before and after 
reading or studying Torah. This 
seems to be an excessive and cruel 
punishment for the non-reciting 
of a blessing. However, when we 
realise that these blessings end 
with, ‘He who gives the Torah’, 
we understand that it is wrong to 
study even much Torah, without 
knowing that there is One who 
gives it. Without this knowledge it 

is inevitable that one does not act 
according to Torah, irrespective 
of one’s degree of study, thereby 
earning destruction.

For the Yerushalmi (Yoma 1:1) 
the cause of the destruction of 
the Second Temple was that that 
generation loved money. Here we 
have the most clear cut and explicit 
linkage between immoral business 
and unethical management of 
money and destruction, in our 
sources. According to this and 
other sources, this was not only 
the cause of the destruction of the 
Second Temple but of a worldwide 
exile that has continued down to 
our own day.

Kohelet tells us that ‘one who loves 
money can never be satisfied with 
money [that they have]’, while 
the sages of the Talmud said, ‘one 
who has a hundred coins wants 
two hundred.’ These two sayings, 
like many others in our literature, 
make clear that the human desire 
for money is unlimited. It is the only 
desire that neither age nor ill health 
nor plenty can satiate. One does not 
have to be a Marxist nor a tycoon 
to understand how this constant 
and insatiable hunger can lead to 
a corrupt and immoral society, 
deserving to be destroyed.

The love for money teaches that, 
‘more is always better than less’, and 
therefore all the means, techniques 

and assets that one has, need to be 
devoted to achieving this lesson. 
There is only an Economic Man, 
unlimited in the quest for more, 
for economic efficiency above 
everything and always knowing the 
price of everything. Before such a 
hunger the end justifies the means, 
so ethics, morality and social 
concern must give way to such 
achievement. Furthermore, such 
a culture does not allow for the 
kindness and charity in business 
that is the hallmark of Judaism 
and allows the other parties to a 
transaction to also enjoy a benefit 
or a share of the market. Only 
individuals and a society that 
understand that there is such a 

economic and material 
status as enough, can 
ultimately be moral. 
Esav when accepting 
the gift of Yakov said, 

‘I have plenty’ to which Yakov 
answered, ‘I have everything’ that 
is enough.

Not only are economic crime and 
business immorality the causes of 
destruction they also perpetuate 
the resultant exile. Yirmiyahu 
prophesied that the Babylonian 
Exile would last seventy years, 
each year for one Shemittah that 
Israel had not observed during the 
First Temple days. In a similar vein, 
the Semag, Rabbi Moshe of Coucy 
(Sefer Mitzvot Gadol,  Hi lchot 
Hashavat Aveidah) answers his 
own query as to why the present 
exile continues so long. It is only 
because of our unethical business 
practices.

one who loves money can never be 
satisfied with money
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