Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Shopping for Wisdom
By Dr. Erica Brown

“We each need to make a new commitment to kindness…we stand poised at leaving the age of materialism and entering the age of knowledge; knowledge that unites rather than materialism that divides us.”
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson


Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson was a scion of the Hasidic dynasty and the seventh rabbinic leader of Chabad Lubavitch Hasidim. He was born in Ukraine in 1902 and died in 1994 in Brooklyn, New York. For 54 years, he created, led and strengthened a worldwide Hasidic movement with a deep commitment to outreach and education. Virtually no part of the world is untouched by the presence of Chabad Hasidim, who are lauded for their ideological commitment to bringing Judaism to remote locations around the globe. In addition to being one of this past century’s greatest Jewish leaders, Rabbi Schneerson, or the “Rebbe” (a term of endearment and closeness to describe a rabbi), was a remarkable scholar; his disciples spread his Torah wisdom across the world through printed lectures and cutting-edge technology.


The quote above was taken from Toward a Meaningful Life: The Wisdom of the Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson (1995). The Rebbe was particularly committed to making sure that non-Jews, as well as Jews, follow a moral path of goodness and inspired many campaigns to bring people of all persuasions to stronger belief in God and greater commitment to humanity. In this week’s quote, we find an ethical demand followed by and intriguing explanation.

We are each advised to renew a commitment to compassionate, giving behaviors. Fair enough. This type of religious expectation is not surprising, given its source. What is more unusual is the sentence that follows. Rabbi Schneerson made a prediction, one that seems very far away from our current universe; we are reaching an age of knowledge and putting behind us an era of materialism. 

Looking at the mall sub-culture we have created and the intense consumerism we have cultivated, it is hard to take the Rebbe at his word. Was he saying this for its predictive, rather than descriptive, value? Could he really mean that our lives – flooded with catalogs and circulars – are slowly turning away from the need to own and control “things” and becoming more about curiosity and spirituality? Even faith and wisdom have become commodities today. College students shop for courses and families go shul-shopping to find a congregation that fits their needs. Richard Cimino and Don Lattin in Shopping for Faith claim that mega-churches today are the “evangelical answer to Home Depot,” providing religious consumers with everything from daycare to softball teams. 

Perhaps the key to understanding this piece of wisdom is the statement that follows. Materialism divides society; knowledge unites it. We are a war-torn people, suffering pangs of battle fatigue all over the globe. We are experiencing partisanship in virtually every aspect of social, political and religious life. The fragmentation has become so great that it has and will force us to look for increasing means to generate harmony and goodwill as a means of emotional survival. 

Money can be one of the most powerful tools of divisiveness; it puts us into neat hierarchical classes of haves and have-nots. The acquisition of knowledge, on the other hand, helps us make the world a more complex and subtle entity. It pries out neat, simplistic judgments of others and ourselves and makes us revisit stale opinions. When we realize just how little we know about ourselves and others, we become more inclined to kindness. We realize how fragile and vulnerable our world is – and how dependent we all are on compassion.

This week, with Passover just behind us and the acceptance of the Torah just ahead on Shavuot, it is time to take Rabbi Schneerson’s words seriously and move from fragmentation to unity, consumerism to generosity, from distance to kindness. In his words, these values are causally connected.
Shabbat Shalom

