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The Value of a Life.

There are two systems you may use to value your life.  The first is material value, the second is spiritual value.

What value system you choose to value your life and the lives of others, governs the type of world you live in.

A man who looks at the world through Torah values, enjoys special Heavenly assistance and protection in this world and earns reward to be enjoyed eternally in the world to come.

A man who looks at the world through materialistic values, lives and dies by the law of the jungle.

More than just a philosophical state of mind, through our choices we define our values, ideals and ultimately the meaning of our own lives and the value of life itself for us.

Man is the Money Manager

Of His Soul.

Life is given you as a loan from the Almighty
 in the form of your soul, 
 and you are charged with the duty to invest it properly.
 
You are free to select your investment strategy.
 Ultimately, however, everyone is held accountable for the manner in which he chooses to invest his life.

The Wise Strategy.

Your primary responsibility is to invest your life, including your time, energy and attention, in mitzvos, the commands of the Almighty.  The man who directs his life according to the Torah acts as an agent of the Almighty in investing his soul into the world.

A man who wisely invests his life in mitzvos generates a healthy profit of souls, increasing the influence of Hashem in this world.  In addition, the Almighty gives Heavenly assistance to people who perform His will, making it easier for them to continue and further their work on His behalf.
  Meticulous performance of mitzvos also earns spiritual protection that protects a man from disasters.

On the other hand, a man who invests his life poorly can expect to be called to pay back that which He owes the Almighty.
  Although the Almighty might delay the collection of that payment, He never forgets what is owed Him.
 That accounting will be demanded of a man exactly at the time that it is least convenient for him.
  These men who choose to live in a world where success is determined by physical might and power alone, physical might and power alone become the sole factor determining their success.  People who believe the world is random, chaotic and incoherent, and that no significance can be read into events and no order governs the affairs of the world, these people will accordingly live random, chaotic and incoherent lives that partake of no significance and do nothing to bring order to the world.  These men accordingly receive no reward for their actions in the next world. 

The method by which the Almighty chooses to pay a man rests entirely upon that man’s own choices.

� The Torah specifies two distinct systems of valuing human life, which is raised in the context of valuing a human being in monetary terms in order to fulfill a person’s pledge to give one’s value to the Temple.  “[One] form of pledging a donation to the Temple is by vowing to give one’s erekh (value fixed by the Torah) [as opposed to one’s]… damim (market value)… in the case of the latter, the value of the person on the slave market must be given to the Temple, whereas erekh is the value fixed by the Torah according to sex and age.”   (R. Pinchas Kehati, “Introduction,” Mishnayos Arachin).  We can look at the slave value as the price of a person in “materialistic” terms, in terms of his physical output; the Torah’s “arachin” may be looked at as a kind of “spiritual” price.  The manner in which the Torah assigns a fixed monetary “spiritual” price on a human life requires a more detailed discussion which will be reserved with the help of Gd for another place.  These two systems are introduced here simply for the sake of noting that the Torah itself has defined two parallel, concurrent systems of placing “value” on human life, one representing a fluctuating market price, the other a more universal “essential” value.


� The Almighty created this world with a mix of mercy and judgment, when He saw that a world governed by judgment alone could not survive.  Fallible human beings require mercy to be able to make up for their mistakes.  We find that the outlook of strict judgment marks the outlook commonly known as the “law of the jungle,” the way of the animal kingdom, where the strong devour the weak with no mercy whatsoever.  However Hashem teaches the way in which human beings can rise above the order of nature by employing the Torah’s laws which teach of levels of organization and cooperation that rise above the order of nature.


� Following Torah and sheva mitzvos makes our focus the will of Hashem.  Breaching Torah, Gd forbid, we focus only on ourselves.  This choice can be phrased in philosophical terms as the choice between materialism or spirituality, or as egotism versus altruism.


� “One who borrows from his friend is like one who borrows from the Omnipresent.”  (R. Shimon, Avos 2.14).  “Everything is given on pledge, and a net is spread over all the living.  The store is open, the shopkeeper extends credit, the ledger is open and the hand writes, and everyone who wishes to borrow, let him come and borrow.  And the collectors make their rounds repeatedly, each day, and are paid from a man with his knowledge and without his knowledge, for they have on what to rely, and their judgment is the judgment of truth, and all is prepared for the banquet.”  (R. Akiva, Avos 3.16).


� “The only thing that the Almighty has in His treasury is a reservoir of fear of Heaven.”  (R. Yochanan quoting R. Shimon bar Yochai, Bruchos 33b, quoted in Ohr Yisrael, R. Zvi Miller, trans., p 62).  The reserve of wealth at the King’s disposal, used for carrying out the needs of state, is described in spiritual terms as a “storehouse of fear of Heaven” belonging to the Almighty.  Fear of Heaven may refer to an extremely heightened and refined form of consciousness which allows people to become aware of the Presence of Gd and desire to avert His wrath.  Following this imagery, the “currency” of the Heavenly kingdom is this precise type of consciousness, “fear of Heaven.”  Man’s failure to properly develop his fear of Heaven results in what can be described as a spiritual loss or bankruptcy.  Each night the Almighty takes an accounting of each soul and finds it lacking, yet returns the soul to the man in the morning.  (Rashi to Shmos 22.25).  


� Bais Hillel and Bais Shammai debated whether life was worth the risk of living.  Weighing the reward of serving the Almighty properly against the penalty for sinning, they argued whether it would be better for a man if he were not born at all.  Bais Shammai found that the risks of being born, including the great likelihood of sinning, taken with the severe punishments for sinning were so great, it would have been better for a man to have not been born.  Bais Hillel, on the other hand found the likelihood and severity of sinning were offset by the immense reward a man earns for carrying out the will of the Almighty.  Each side agreed, however, that now that a man finds himself born, let him engage in Torah mitzvos.


� “Calculate the loss due to a mitzvah against its reward, and the reward of a sin against its cost.” (R. Yehuda HaNasi, Avos, 2.1)  “The moshlim—those who rule over their yetzer hura (selfish drive) would say, ‘Come to Cheshbon,’ let us consider the cheshbon (accounting) of the world:  the loss incurred by the performance of a mitzvah, as opposed to the reward secured thereby, and the benefit received from a sin, as opposed to the loss it entails.”  Bava Basra 78b.


� Although in His omnipotence, the Almighty constantly recreates the world anew each day and every moment, still, He chooses to restrict His creative power in order to fix the reward and punishment due to human beings as the consequences of their actions.  This limitation on the “freedom” of the Almighty’s power to recreate the world is referred to in the Torah as a type of “oath” that the Almighty makes to record the memory of the punishment owed to the wicked.  “’For I shall raise My hand to Heaven and I shall say, ‘As I live forever,’ that I will sharpen the shine of My sword and My hand will grasp judgment.  I will return vengeance upon My enemies and upon those that hate Me I will bring retribution.’”  (Devarim 32.40-41, and Rashi there.)  This “oath” prevents the Almighty from allowing the wicked to enjoy mercy or reprieve from punishment for their rebellions.


� Employed correctly, the faculty of free choice of human beings can become an instrument of the Almighty in imposing His will on the world.  In the words of Raban Shimon ben Gamliel, “Make His will like your will, in order that He should do your will like His will.  Nullify your will before His will, in order that He will nullify the will of others before your will.” (Avos 2.4)  Further, the “will” or “desire” of the Almighty Himself is attributed to, or rather focused, through the will or desire of His people.  “For Hashem desires with His nation,” (Tehillim 149.4).  “Blessed be You, Hashem, Who chooses through His people Yisroel with love.” (Birchas Kria Shema Shel Shachris).  See also Rashi to Braishis 23.8, defining “nafshechem,” literally, “souls” as “desire.”  Those things which human beings choose to direct their attention to become endowed with Divine influence.  In this manner the Ba’al Ha’Maor in his Introduction to the Rif in Bruchos (as taught by R. Schulman of the Young Israel of Midwood) defines the term “kovod” or “glory” in certain Biblical references as “nefesh” or soul.


� “Run to perform even a minor mitzvah, and flee from sin, for one mitzvah leads to another mitzvah, and one sin leads to another sin, for the payment of a mitzvah is a mitzvah, and the payment of a sin is a sin.”  (Ben Azzai, Avos, 4.2).  The physical benefits that come to a man who performs the Divine will is not the principal reward for the mitzvos themselves, rather, they are akin to the “expenses” of an employee being defrayed by an employer in order to further the employee’s effective carrying out of his duties.  (Rabbi Yosef Kalatsky on Rambam’s explanation of the promise of gathering “your wheat, your wine and your oil” in krias shma as a consequence of properly learning Torah.)   See also Shabbas 118a, as taught by Rabbi Noach Isaac Oelbaum, describing the reward for all those who spare no expense to make the Shabbas enjoyable.


�  “Tzedokah [righteousness or charity] saves from death.”  Shabbas  156b explaining Mishlei 10.2.  “Hashem redeems the soul of His servants.” (Tehillim 34). 


� “I am Hashem,” Rashi explains the Torah in Shmos 6.2, “faithful to exact payment, when it is stated in the context of punishment… but when it is stated in the context of fulfillment of the mitzvos… faithful to give reward.”  See also Rashi to Bamidbar 15.41.


� “’They are under the impression that I have forgotten their deeds.  They are all stored away and guarded before Me.”  Rashi  paraphrases the Almighty, Devarim 32.34-35.


� “The Accuser prosecutes at the time of peril.”  (Rashi to Braishis 42.4).  The angel of death is likened to a heavenly bill collector who comes to exact payment at the time when a man is weak or vulnerable.  (See also Rashi to Braishis 44.16).  See also Rashi to Vayikra 19.10, paraphrasing the description of the Torah of the Almighty as “a judge Who exacts payment, and I take as payment from you nothing but souls.”  “When I wish to bring their day of catastrophe upon them, it is near and prepared before Me to bring through many emissaries.”  (Rashi to Devarim 32.34-45.)


Under normal circumstances, a person generally relies on common courtesies, cooperation, or other generally taken for granted benefits that form a peaceful coexistence in society.  But when a man is flung into the teeth of a dangerous situation, suddenly his fitness for those benefits is called into question and nothing can be taken for granted.   Each man’s prejudices and biases develop into blind spots which can lead him to make fatal missteps and misjudgments in the time of danger.  The process of bringing Divine punishment is likened in the Torah to the Almighty tilting His hand, which supports the world, and knocking the wicked off balance.  (Rashi to Shmos 15.2).  Even without the involvement of others, a man’s own ability to summon confidence, poise and self-control is severely challenged in the face of danger.  The strain of pressure of judgment has a direct correlation to a man’s accountability for sins against the Almighty and against his fellow men. 


� The success of the wicked in this world can be understood by their fully exploiting any meritorious deed they accomplish in exchange for payment in this world.  This is referred in the Torah as the Almighty “repay[ing] those who hate Him to his face,” “He pays him that which is coming to him for the good, in order to make him perish from the world to come.”  (Rashi to Devarim 7.10-11.)


� “[T]here are two ways in which the Almighty conducts the course of affairs in the world.  The first is through the naturalistic, wherein events seem to be engendered by a cause-effect relationship.  In this framework, a person is likely to believe that he is fully responsible for the success of his endeavors.  Of course, this is patently wrong – it is the Almighty alone Who gives man the power to triumph and provides the cause that produces the successful result.


“The second is through the miraculous, wherein there is no discernable cause for a given effect.  In this framework, man sees with his own eyes that the hand of Hashem brought it about.  This aspect is referred to as “Shechinah ba’aretz,” “the Divine Presence is on the earth.”


In a footnote, Rav Yisrael continues:  “Man mistakenly thinks he himself directs his affairs… In truth, however, he does not, for everything comes from Heaven.  Nevertheless… man’s actions provide the way through which Divine providence is manifest, and He is the first cause that endangers the actualization of his enterprises.”  R. Yisrael Salanter, Ohr Yisrael, R. Zvi Miller, trans., Targum Press, p. 348-350.
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