Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Too Much Stuff!

By Dr. Erica Brown

“The more property, the more worry.”
Hillel

Hillel, the oft-quoted Talmudic sage has a list of causally created problems in Ethics of the Fathers 2:8 of which our quote is part. In this list is also the enigmatic, “The more meat, the more decay,” which has been interpreted as a statement about eating habits. Rich foods contribute to obesity. In the words of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch in explaining this quote: “This is an enumeration of things which may seem eminently desirable to many but which can have an adverse effect on those who possess them.” We may think we want rich foods and material goods without seeing the long-term consequences that may result. The quote ends with the reverse – causally created benefits like, “The more Torah, the more life – The more study, the more wisdom.”


Hillel’s maxim can be translated in a lot of ways. We may substitute the translation above for “The more stuff, the more anxiety.” In other words, anxiety is related to ownership for any number of reasons. The more we own, the more we are responsible for, and conversely, the less we have, the more simple our lives are. We falsely believe that if we own more, we will be happier. Marketing ploys play on our perceived ability to purchase happiness, but as a wise person once said, ‘If you’re not happy with what you have now, why will more make you happier?”

One of the most memorable scenes from Charle’s Dickens novel David Copperfield is the advice that Mr. Micawber gives David to make sure the young man is both happy and fiscally responsible. “Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen and six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty pounds ought and six, result misery.” When we live within our means, no matter how great, the result is happiness. When we live in debt, no matter how modest, the result is tension and anxiety.


But today, our problem is not only living within our means and staying debt-free; we also own so much that we don’t know where to put it. The happiness quotient that we believe will emerge through consumption does not provide an answer to our storage woes. Where does everything go? The clutter, mess and overwhelming drain that stuff puts on our wallets and on our physical space is reason enough to understand the anxiety overpurchasing produces.


Peter Walsh, an organizational consultant, says that while some “stuff” does improve our lives, the average house size has grown almost 50% in the last 30 years and storage facilities have increased exponentially, and we still do not know where to put everything. 

With more space has come the urge to fill it with more stuff. Unfortunately, the stuff doesn’t guarantee greater happiness. And when happiness doesn’t come, you buy more, thinking that’s the answer. Instead of bringing you closer to the life you want to live, your stuff starts getting in the way.


When Walsh goes to someone’s home to assess their clutter, people expect him to suggest storage systems and sort through articles. But his first question to them has nothing to do with things. He asks his clients, “What does your ideal life look like?” and takes it from there. He wants things to serve people, and not that we become a slave to ownership, like the line form a movie, ‘The things you own end up owning you.”

So the next time you go to the store, bear in mind Hillel’s famous quote, “The more property, the more worry.” Will your next purchase enhance your happiness or will the short-term thrill of purchase be outweighed by the later wish that it would all just go away and let simplicity be your guide?

Shabbat Shalom
