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is real estate DEVELOPMENT jewish?

ABSTRACT

Is real estate development a Jewish thing?
Well, sure, we all know more than a few Jewish real estate developers. So yes, real estate development is a common Jewish endeavor. That’s as far as physical real estate goes. But here we are asking about spiritual real estate development. Is that a Jewish thing? 

Well, let me tell you – this type of real estate development is more Jewish than a knish.

Just as physical real estate requires experts in their fields, equipped with very unique tools, to make a project happen, so does spiritual real estate require experts in their fields, equipped with very unique tools, to make a project happen.

You, I, and every Jew are the experts, the architects, the contractors, the engineers, the developers who turn plots of fallow land into gleaming skyscrapers, more emphasis on “sky” than “scraper.”
Our tools are described in this week’s Torah reading – which talks about Betzalel, the head of the Sanctuary Construction Project – and these tools are: Wisdom (Chochmah), Insight (Binah), and Knowledge (Da’at).

These are the tools by which God created the largest real estate project in history – the Universe! And these are the tools we all use to develop our own personal universes.

is real esate development jewish?
1. The Flagpole (Joke)
An engineer, a contractor and a real estate developer were asked to measure the height of a flagpole. 
The engineer suggested that they measure the pole’s shadow, determine the angle of the sun and the hypotenuse and then calculate the height of the flagpole. 
The contractor suggested they build a scaffold to the top, drop a tape measure, and measure the height directly. 
The developer proposed hiring a few consultants, so that if anything went wrong they would be the ones to blame. 

As they were arguing which was the best way to go about it, an architect happened by and listened in. And then he walked over to the pole, pulled it out of its mount, laid it down and measured it.

After the group received the results, the developer piped up, “Isn’t that just like an architect… you ask for height, and he gives you length!”
Cute joke but in this sermon the real estate developer is the hero. We all know a few of them don’t we?

2. The Real Estate Developer
There is an empty plot of land in middle of downtown. A real estate developer buys the land, hires architects, contractors, and engineers to transform the land – a unit of space – into a beautiful structure, perhaps a skyscraper, a shopping center, or a residential complex.

The architects and contractors and building engineers use very specific methods, specialized expertise, and skilled craftsmanship to get this job done. But the real estate developer puts it all together. He is what a producer is to a movie – he might not get the admiration of a movie star but without him there would be nothing to admire.  
Real estate development is a very Jewish business. Though I have no empirical proof, I’d like to propose a theory – perhaps the reason we Jews are so active in real estate development is because the physical concept of real estate reflects the spiritual concept of real estate. And the realest of all real estates – real estate, stress placed on real – is the real estate of your own real self.

Our lives are plots of land, our spheres of influence the square-acreage and footage of our property. And it is our purpose in life to develop these units of space into beautiful buildings and structures, with magnificently manicured landscapes of spiritual light and delight.

Our lives may be described as perpetual construction sites. When one project is completed, the next project begins.

When it comes to physical real estate, we hire specialists to get the job done and solve any complications through the specialties they each know – the engineer uses triangular mathematics, the contractor a scaffold, the architect a drafting board, and the developer provides the funding, hires everybody, and makes it all happen. 
In physical real estate development, if one is a novice and unfamiliar with the construction process, he will have to scramble while choosing materials, navigating building codes, determining structural soundness, and juggling every other detail that goes into a building project.

If this is the case with physical real estate, how much more so with our spiritual real estate, the realness of our own lives and souls. What specific methods, specialized expertise, and skilled craftsmanship are necessary to transform this plot of land called “a life” into a beautiful structure?

And, because this is our own life, we cannot exactly hire consultants and architects and engineers to do the job for us – that would be like living through proxy, and for that our souls did not have to descend down into this earth. We have to find the expertise within our own very selves. 
And that brings us to the question: What are the essential tools required to develop the real estate we have been gifted with?

3. The Architect’s Blueprint 
Often times the Torah is rather cryptic, and exhaustive commentary and sharp hermeneutical exegesis are required to explain the messages contained within the holy words.

But, sometimes, the Torah is very blunt and clear in its specifications. When it comes to the characteristics necessary for developing a structure, building something eternal, the Torah, in this week’s reading, lays it out plain and simple. It begins with God naming the head architect:

See, I have called [him] by name Bezalel … and I have imbued him with the spirit of God, with wisdom, with insight, with knowledge, and with all manner of craftsmanship. 

Betzalel was the head architect, chief engineer, and lead contractor for the Sanctuary Project, tasked with constructing a home for the Divine in this material world. Betzalel was able to accomplish this monumental task by utilizing three divine gifts or tools imbued within him by God. These three tools are listed clearly in the verse: 1) Wisdom, 2) Insight, and 3) Knowledge. In Hebrew, these three are 1) Chochmah, 2) Binah, and 3) Da’at, and their acronym spells CHaBaD. 
Yes, that’s where it comes from! [But more about that later.]
These three elements, as dictated by the Creator of the Universe, are the tools necessary for building a divine structure.

We each are charged with building such sanctuaries for the Divine in our own personal lives, fashioned after the template that Betzalel built in the desert. And it is with Wisdom, Insight and Knowledge that we develop the spiritual real estate of our lives.

But to be able to apply these three elements to developing our micro-sanctuaries, we have to understand what exactly these they are all about.

4. A Talmudic Parallel
When God created the world, God used words – ten utterances
 – to form all things. Perhaps this is difficult to imagine, but maybe it is somewhat analogous to the way a computer programmer creates complex programs and intricate systems using ones and zeros. Or the way a composer uses the seven musical notes to create breathtaking symphonies. Or the way a writer uses the letters of the alphabet to compose works of literary genius. Similarly, God created a language – the language really – with which He composed the universe.

Now, if we open the Talmud to its first tractate, we will find there a fascinating passage which says that Betzalel knew the language of creation.
 And the Talmud derives this factoid by comparing the terminology used in the creation of the Sanctuary and in the creation of the world. It is amazingly similar: 
It says regarding Betzalel’s creation of the Tabernacle: And I have imbued him with the spirit of God, with wisdom, with insight, with knowledge. 
And it says regarding the creation of the world: The Lord founded the earth with wisdom, established the heavens with insight; with His knowledge the depths were split. 

Just as God Himself created the world with these three principles, so did Betzalel create the Sanctuary with these three principles. Therefore, when Betzalel tapped his Wisdom, Insight and Knowledge, Betzalel was tapping the very keys of creation, the Wisdom, Insight and Knowledge by which the Creator constructed the biggest real estate project of all: the Universe!

5. The Temples
The third chapter of Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer
 discusses these principles of Wisdom, Insight, and Knowledge and states that these three include within them the ten utterances with which the world was built. 
Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer then states that in addition to Creation and the Sanctuary, the Temple in Jerusalem was built using the three principles of Wisdom, Understanding and Knowledge. Although the Temple was destroyed long ago, the Third Temple will be built this way also – may it happen speedily, in our days!
The scriptural basis for stating that the Third and Eternal Temple will be build using Wisdom, Understanding and Knowledge, are the following two verses from the Book of Proverbs: 
A house is built with wisdom, and it is established with understanding. With knowledge, the rooms are filled with all riches, precious and pleasant. 

These verses, along with the commentary of Rashi, help us understand what exactly Wisdom, Understanding, and Knowledge are in practical terms and how we may apply these three principles to our everyday lives.
6. What It All Means
In his commentary, Rashi defines Wisdom, Insight and Knowledge as follows:

· Wisdom – what a person hears from others and learns.

· Insight – with his intellect he understands other things based on what he learned.

· Knowledge – the Holy Spirit.
The first two are pretty straightforward: Wisdom is downloading the information, the facts and the measurements, and Insight is establishing and applying those facts to other things, to other situations, to other mediums. Okay, this is great. To build, whatever it may be, you have to be Wise to the business and you have to Understand how to apply that Wisdom to the situation. Excellent!

But what exactly is this Knowledge thing, this Holy Spirit ? How does this help us build?
As the Book of Proverbs suggests, the Holy Spirit, means filling the room, or building, or construction site, with holiness and spirituality. And this is done very simply: by filling it with preciousness and pleasantness.

7. To Explain in Greater Detail
To explain in greater detail:

Wisdom builds the structure, and this is done through learning – whether from the Torah or from the world or people around you. Understanding (or insight, or discernment) suggests how to apply that wisdom and structure to any given situation in life. This is called not just building but also establishing a building, dedicating it for a specific purpose. 

After this comes Knowledge, what Rashi calls “the Holy Spirit,” although the Book of Proverbs explains it in less esoteric terms. Knowledge is the furniture, the bridge between heaven and earth, between the structure of home and its established application. Knowledge is everything in a building – the light, the spirit, the warmth – that make it yours.

All three, Wisdom, Insight, and Knowledge, are necessary to build a sound structure.

Some people are experts when it comes to knowing the fundamental laws of construction, but are complete novices when it comes to applying those laws to any real situation. They know the generalizations but not the specifics. 

Others are great with specifics but their grasp of the fundamentals is limited. 

Then there are those that have both but lack in Knowledge. They can build but they do not know how to fill the room with preciousness and holiness. This third element is the most abstract of the three but it also the element that takes a static structure and turns it into a dynamic living thing.

Wisdom and Understanding, left alone, can remain cerebral and removed. Knowledge makes the real estate project real – real to you!

The world was built with these three things. And Betzalel had all three to build the Sanctuary. And these three allow us to build as well – to turn a fallow plot of land into a gleaming palace of soul.

To sum up:

a. Wisdom = Fundamentals. To build, one must first know the fundamentals of what it is one is building.

b. Insight = Application. One must then know how to apply those fundamentals to this specific construction site and situation.

c. Knowledge = Spirit. One must infuse this site – by means of interior design – with warmth and life. 
8. Life is a Construction Site
Life is a construction site. There is an empty lot and it is our job to fill that lot with the most beautiful structure possible. And what is true for life in general is also true for the specifics of life – every aspect of life, and every stage of life, is a construction site.

Childhood is a construction site – it is trying to establish the greatest foundation possible. Teenage years are a construction site – it is channeling those vast energies into positive building blocks. A relationship is a construction site – it is trying to build healthy and loving connections. Marriage is a construction site, and so is parenthood. Your professional life is a construction site, and so is your spiritual and religious life. These are all attempting to build everlasting edifices.

Chochmah, Binah, and Da’at, Wisdom, Insight, and Knowledge provide the expertise to help us build. This is because everything we do requires a concept (Chochmah), an application (Binah) and spirit (Da’at). 
[In short, everything we do requires ChaBaD!]
9. A Note On Chabad (Optional)
This presents me with the opportunity to say a word about Chabad, the Jewish organization. 

Chabad is ubiquitous in the Jewish world – loved by many but misunderstood by some. Its detractors go so far as to ask: Is Chabad even Jewish? 

Is Chabad a social organization, providing kosher food in Nepal and preschools in Morocco? Or is Chabad a right-wing, fundamentalist faction of over-zealous teffilin wrappers? Or maybe Chabad is a Messianic cult? 

This week’s Torah reading removes all of the complexity. Chabad is very simple. Chabad is a Hebrew acronym for Chochmah/Wisdom, Binah/Insight or Understanding, and Daat/Knowledge.

Chabad tries to embody the three fundamental principles of constructing a Divine home in this here physical reality.

Not to burst anyone’s bubble, but this week’s Torah reading seems to suggest that every single Jew on this planet is meant to build a Sanctuary for the Divine by using their personal ChaBaD faculties. Is the Torah saying that every Jew is a Chabadnik at heart?

If we were euphemistically inclined, we might say Chabad is a spiritual real estate development company, utilizing the divine gift of Wisdom, Insight, and Knowledge to help people develop their spiritual selves. 
10. One Practical Example
The three principles [of ChaBaD] we have been discussing may be applied to any single one of the many construction sites we visit in our lifetimes. But here is one practical example – marriage:

Wisdom – firstly, one must know the axioms of marriage. For a Jew, this Wisdom is found in the Torah. Objectively, what is marriage? Is marriage physical, spiritual, or both? Is it a Mitzvah? Why? Etc. etc. This is called Wisdom, as Rashi says: What a person hears from others and learns. 

Understanding/Insight – secondly, after learning the objective principles of marriage, one must now establish those universal principles in his or her specific situation. One must ask: “Am I ready for marriage? What type of person am I looking for? Or, if I am married, how can I take the Torah’s principles of marriage (Wisdom) and now establish in my personal marriage? How can apply the marriage Wisdom into all my situations?” In the words of Rashi: with his intellect he understands other things based on what he learned.
Knowledge – finally, one must make it real, alive, and dynamic by adding unique touches, accents and furniture. Having learned the Wisdom, and applied it to this structure, one must make it electric. Applying the words of Rashi, one must ask, “What can I do to make my marriage Holy and Spiritual? What will make this construction site of marriage a living thing?” 

These three guiding principles may – and should – be applied to any and every situation in life. Wisdom, Insight, and Knowledge will guarantee a spiritually sound and physically uplifting structure, no matter on which plot of land you build.

11. Purim Katan – Mini Purim (Optional)
As anyone who has ever built a home – or even just renovated a kitchen, knows – construction and architects and building can be a painfully stressful experience, the opposite of a joyous occasion. 

When is building something joyous? When each person on the building project is highly qualified and knows exactly what their role and job is. Now that is joy.

And speaking of joy, let me remind you of what time of year it is. 

This Jewish calendar year is a leap year, with an extra month added to realign our Hebrew lunar calendar with the universal solar calendar. This happens every two to three years.

The extra month we add is the second month of Adar, the month of Joy. On the fourteenth of Adar, we celebrate the holiday of Purim. In leap years, when there are two Adars, we celebrate the regular Purim in the second Adar. But we also celebrate on the fourteenth of the first Adar – we call this day Purim Katan, or, “Mini Purim.”
Yesterday, Friday, was Purim Katan, and today is Shushan Purim Katan. “Mini Purim,” just as regular Purim, is all about joy.

So today, we can all smile and be joyous. Thanks to the description in this week’s Torah reading, we each know exactly what it takes to build and develop our realest real estate. And that is a real reason for celebration.
12. In Conclusion: Location, Location, Location
Two hefty Texans are sitting on a plane from Dallas to JFK and an old frail Jewish Texan is sitting between them. The first Texan says, “My name is Roger. I own 250,000 acres. I have 1,000 head of cattle, and they call my place, The Jolly Roger.”
The second Texan says, “My name is John. I own 350,000 acres. I have 5,000 head of cattle and they call my place Big John’s Ranch.” 

They both look down at the Jewish man who, with a strong Yiddish accent, says, “My name is Oyving and I own only vun-hundret acres.”

Roger looks down at him and say: “100 Acres? How many head of cattle do you raise?”

“Cattle? Vut cattle? I hev no cattle!” Irving says.

“Well then, what do you call it?” Asked John.

“Vell,” says Irving. “I tink dey call it Downtown Dallas.” 
We all know the three Ls of physical real estate – Location, Location, Location.

This same principle applies to spiritual real estate as well. It’s all about Location, Location, Location.

Wherever you are – be it a ranch at the edge of Texas, or in downtown of an urban metropolis, you are a Living Sanctuary, the most real and the most valuable real estate in all the world. And, as Irving demonstrated, the square-acreage of your property matters much less than the impact that square-acreage has on the world. It matters less how large your sphere of influence is, than it does how meaningful and soulful that influence is.

The Wisdom, Understanding and Knowledge – imbued within us by the Creator of all the world’s real estate – makes each one of us experts in spiritual real estate development.

We all know that today, on Shabbat, we do not build or develop physical things. Those are too distracting from the true purpose of Shabbat, which is the time to build and develop our spiritual things.

May we all, each in our own prime location, develop the parcels of land in our possession, using the three essential tools we have been gifted with.
It is time to get Wise, time to be Understanding, and time to tap the Knowledge.
This is the greatest real estate deal in the world. It is what we call REAL estate – the state of realness and reality. Enough said. Time to develop!
Shabbat Shalom!
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