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WHAT’S YOUR CREDIT SCORE?

ABSTRACT

Some of the greatest stresses in life are those revolving around financial burdens and fiscal responsibilities. But there is a way to avoid them.

This sermon proposes a method to ease these concerns. How? By understanding why God created the world in such a way that we must ask for loans, credit lines, mortgages and hand-outs. (Believe me, as a rabbi, I know – half of my job is fundraising!)

Why would God do this to the people He created and loves?
The answer is quite surprising, and it can help us put our financial worries into context.

While this sermon will not solve every financial problem, it will hopefully leave us realizing that the reason behind it all is light, not darkness.

It all comes down to an interesting verse in this week’s Torah reading – it is a verse about interest, literally – and to a highly poetic Midrash that describes the entire cosmic structure of existence as one big loan society … an intergalactic, global, and macrocosmic credit union.

Gives a whole new meaning to a credit score, don’t it?
Come, let us learn how to give credit where credit is really due.
what’s your credit score?
1. Loan Laughter (Joke)
Following the onset of the financial recession in 2008, as countless people lost their jobs, their homes, and their life’s savings, many of the one-liners regarding money, losing money, banks, and finances came out of the woodwork. They were shared by pundits, comedians, talk-show hosts, and columnists, perhaps to help humanity ease the burdens of financial doom with much-needed comic relief.
Here are a few of those one-liners:

They say the easiest way to make a small fortune is to start with a large one.

The safest way to double your money is to fold it over once and put it in your pocket.

Always live within your income, even if you have to borrow money to do so.

Banks will loan you money if you can prove you don’t need it.

They say a bank is a place that lends you an umbrella when the sun shines and wants it back the minute it begins to rain.

And that reminds me of the Chelem citizen who takes a walk with his friend carrying an umbrella. As it begins to rain, the friend asks him “why don’t you open the umbrella?” Replies the man from Chelem “because it has holes in it.” “So why did you bring it in the first place.” “Because I didn’t think it was going to rain.”
2. Giving Credit Where Credit Is Due
To put things in perspective: The banks we trust to protect our money are insured by FDIC. The FDIC is an institution of the federal government which is trillions of dollars in debt. And that, my friends, stands as a model for the state of the union. Indeed, Debtor is the middle name of every American citizen.

Think about it:

In order to get a job to pay your bills, you go to college, which of course you cannot afford, so you take out student loans to pay for it. Once you graduate, and you are fortunate enough to find a paying job, you have to get there and back, but how can you afford to buy a car when you just graduated with tens of thousands of dollars in debt? So you lease or finance the car that you cannot afford to buy, creating more bills so you can get to work, so you can pay your bills. 
And then, you must live somewhere, so you buy a house – excuse me, you cannot afford to buy a house outright, so a bank buys a house and you essentially pay the bank to live in that house until you’re white-haired and ready to retire. When finally you own your house, you have no more money left to live on. So, of course, what do you do? You take out a loan to live in your house, thus creating more bills.
A Chinese comedian put it this way: The USA is a strange country. It is the only place where you get a phone call offering you a way to get out of debt. How? By taking a loan!

Bills, debt, interest rates … it is indeed an odd world in which we mosey along. Credit used to be something that was given to you for something you had done – giving credit where credit was due. Now credit is the trigger for nightmares and midnight shakes. 

All of this boils down to one of the greatest stressors in life – the albatross of financial burdens and fiscal responsibilities. Is there some method to help us ease these anxieties, a way perhaps to diminish our stress (and maybe our debt too)?

The answer is: Yes! Today I will reveal to you the means to credit relief. And the first step is understanding how God created the world.

3. The Way of Creation
Why did our Maker create a reality where people have to ask for loans, credit lines, mortgages and handouts? Believe me, as a rabbi I am intimately familiar with this harsh existence: half of my job is fundraising! Why would God do this to the people He loves?

It’s not as if this is a modern crisis. This issue goes back to the beginning of time. There were always borrowers and lenders. At no point in the history of the world (at least following the eating of the Tree of Knowledge) did every single man, woman, and child have exactly enough money and sustenance to survive. There always were, no matter in which era, poor people who needed help from others. Why did God create the world with such inequality, where sometimes we have to borrow in order to survive? Why did God create the loan?

4. The Torah Perspective
The Torah always provides a unique and revolutionary perspective on all topics – a perspective that allows us to see the essence of the issue – thus providing us with tools to address any subject in our lives.

This matter of loans and financial burdens can be traced back to one verse which just happens to appear in this week’s Torah reading:

When you lend money to My people, to the poor person among you, you shall not behave toward him as a lender; you shall not impose interest upon him. 

What exactly is this verse teaching us? It seems that with one fell swoop, the Torah here uproots all of Wall Street, the entire banking industry and every global financial market we know today. 
No interest?! 
Without interest, why would anybody lend anything to you? Without interest, where is the profit? Without interest, what’s the incentive?

The entire financial sector is predicated on interest, on turning one dollar into two, and two into four. Without interest, there are no gains, and without gains why would any bank be in business?

5. The Midrash
The Midrash
 highlights the words, “You shall not behave toward him as a lender” and explains the logic behind the Torah’s words via the study of the cosmic structure of the universe.

This is what is written: Good is a man who is empathetic and lends; who calculates his things with judgment (Psalms 112) – Come see how all of God’s creations borrow and lend from one another: the day borrows from the night, and night from day; the moon borrows from the stars, and stars from the moon; the light borrows from the sun, and the sun from the light; wisdom borrows from understanding, and understanding from wisdom; the heavens borrow from the earth, and earth from heaven; kindness borrows from righteousness, and righteousness from kindness; the Torah borrows from the mitzvahs, and the mitzvahs from Torah. 
All the creations of the Holy One, Blessed Be He, borrow from one another, and create peace between one another without interest. But a man of flesh and blood borrows from his fellow and wishes to consume him with interest and banditry?!

6. A Revolutionary Structure
This, my friends is a revolutionary way of seeing all of creation.
 The world at large, in its cosmic structure, was designed in such a way that everything borrows and needs to borrow from everything else. Nothing in this world is alone and nothing in this world is complete on its own.
Let us use night and day as an example. During the winter, the days are shorter and the nights longer; and during the summer, it’s the opposite. This is what the Midrash means when it says day borrows from night, and night from day – during the winter night borrows time from day, and during the summer months day borrows time from night. There is a beautiful flow to it, a ballet, a dance between day and night where one gives and the other receives, and then the roles reverse.

This, teaches the Midrash, is the cosmic dance of all existence – the give and take, the lending and borrowing of all things. Without this symmetrical symphony, everything in existence would be lonely. (Without the loan, everything would be alone.)
If oxygen lends to hydrogen, or day lends to night, based on a certain interest rate, then the universe would not function in a healthy and seamless way. Everything in existence would calculate if giving is worth it to them. And in this fashion, in no way can a harmonious world exist. In this way, nothing will exist.
If this is the case with nature, how much more so should it be among human beings, the most soulful and spiritual of all creatures who have been created in the divine image. Human beings more than anything else must exist in a symbiotic way – defined by interaction, relationship, give and take, lending and borrowing from one another. This synergetic dance is the glue that keeps people together! 
This is why God created the need for loans, as a means to connect. Like the relationship between day and night, at times we give and at times we take … at times we lend and at times we borrow – and these roles are constantly reversing.

7. When Is Charging Interest Kosher?
Why then are finances, loans and debt such an abusive process, one that stresses us out more than helps us?

The problem occurs when we differentiate between being human and being in business. The Torah sees a loan as an act of empathy, not business, and therefore does not allow interest to be charged on loans. When it comes to money, it is very easy to forget that the whole purpose of an exchange is to foster interpersonal relationships, not to make money or earn a bonus or accrue interest.

A loan itself is considered by the Torah part of benevolence from one human being to another – it is not a business transaction at all.
The only time the Torah allows for interest to be charged is in business transactions which are not loans but investments – where a return on one’s capital is expected. This is called a heter iska, or a “business allowance.”

This is why so many Jews find their professions in the field of finance and banking – and, if all is ethical, than it is considered kosher! Banking and finance are not considered an act of empathy or a favor, it is a cold hard objective business – an investment in a venture as opposed to an act of kindness.

Just as a local fish monger invests in fish at wholesale prices and sells that fish at retail prices, and doesn’t sell for the same price he bought it as a favor to the community (though he may from time to time out of the goodness of his heart), so too, a banker whose business it is to invest money in certain places so that the money may make more money is merely providing a retail service to his customer, only here the medium is cash not fish.

In such a case, so-called “interest” is permissible because the Torah does not see it as interest per se, just as the Torah does not see a fish monger selling fish at retail prices as “interest” – it is merely earning a profit on invested capital.

8. When is a Loan an Act of Empathy?

Outside of business, the Torah sees a loan as an act of empathy.

And this is what the verse in the Midrash is hinting at. Good is a man who is empathetic and lends – why does the verse use the words empathetic and lends? The verse should have simply stated Good is a man who lends.

The answer is because lending is an act of empathy, of becoming one with the person you are giving to. The Hebrew Torah word for “empathy” is chonen, stemming from the word chen, which connotes grace, refinement, and caressing softness.

A loan, as the Torah sees it, is the process of two different human beings coming together in an act of natural symmetry. And the template for this is the cosmic structure of existence – the way day and night, stars and moon, heaven and earth come together in harmony.
Day and night have a relationship because day borrows from night and night from day; so do heaven and earth have a relationship because heaven borrows from earth and earth borrows from heaven. This is true with Torah and mitzvahs, husbands and wives, parents and children, employers and employees – the give and take of life is a lender-borrower relationship.
The key to remember is that we are all lenders and we are all borrowers. Sometimes we give to others; at other times others give to us. This is natural and healthy.
So, next time you begin stressing out about debt or a maxed-out credit card, or about trying to procure a mortgage so that you can provide your family with a roof over its head, remember that the reason God created the world in such a way that you have to ask – sometimes beg – for help from someone else, is so that we all will have relationships with one another.

This also helps us practically with our debt. When we know that we lend and borrow so that we can foster relationships and not for any selfish or indulgent ends, then we will borrow more carefully and will give with an open heart.

9. In Conclusion: High Interest
I would like to conclude with a newspaper article that I read a few years ago, which made a deep impression on me. I recently read it again to refresh my memory.
A couple of years ago, the New York Times featured a story about a rabbi in a suburb of Atlanta, who, in the midst of the financial crisis that had rocked the world, created a gemach, an interest-free loan fund for his community.

The word gemach is an acronym for gemilat chassadim, meaning “bestowal of kindness.” In Jewish communities throughout the world, such funds exist to provide anonymous interest-free loans for those who are in need, and are funded by those who can give.

The article begins:

When Hirshy Minkowicz was growing up in a Hasidic enclave of Brooklyn 30 years ago, he often noticed visitors arriving after dinner to meet with his father. They would withdraw into the study, speak for a time, then part with some confidential agreement having been sealed.

As he grew into his teens, Hirshy came to learn that his father operated a traditional Jewish free-loan program called a gemach. The visitors, many of them teachers in local religious schools, struggling to raise their families on small and irregular salaries, had been coming to borrow money at no interest and with no public exposure.
After reporting how that boy grew up and established a gemach near Atlanta, the article concludes:

All of which puts him in mind of those knocks on the door in Brooklyn decades ago, and of the decorous way his father answered. “I’ve tried to use the same model I saw,” Rabbi Minkowicz put it. “You help the people who are struggling. And you try to preserve their dignity.”
What touched me about the story was the educational aspect – how a child growing up in a home that was infused with giving was affected forever, how he learned that extending a loan is building the world, and how important it is to do it with chonen and chen, grace and dignity.

As a parent, the greatest blessing I can give to my child is the blessing of giving, of knowing that he or she is here on this world to interact with everyone and everything, in a give-and-take, lend-and-borrow tapestry of beauty.
Imagine if every Jewish community was a comprehensive gemach, where anyone that needed something – say to make a wedding, or pay for a medical bill, or simply put food on the table – could have his or her needs met because there would be people who give. That would be the ultimate.

Now imagine the entire world that way, as a global gemach (reflecting the natural symmetry of the universe) where anyone anywhere can anonymously provide for any situation, all while maintaining dignity! This is called utopia in my opinion. 
This, my friends, is the road to the Messianic Era, to Final Redemption. So great is the power of human beings helping their fellows without any strings attached.

Lending does as much for the lenders as it does for the borrowers. It demonstrates the symbiotic dance between all creatures, the give and take of the universe the way God meant it to be. 
And all this is captured in one succinct verse: When you lend money to My people…you shall not behave toward him as a lender.

So, next time someone asks you what your credit score is, respond: “My credit score is divine, it is higher than earth itself. My credit score is the ability to give and take, borrow and lend to all of the world.”
This, my friends is the highest form of interest!
Time to give credit where credit is due.

Shabbat Shalom!
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