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			Preface

			My wife thinks that I look at everything through an economic lens, and I am guilty as charged. The world is inherently, naturally economic. In the words of the wisest of all men, “Money is the answer to everything” (Ecclesiastes 10:19). Or as Liza Minnelli sang in Cabaret, “Money makes the world go round.”

			Moral and ethical principles are, in my view, part of an economy’s foundations and drivers, so I view my wife’s words as a compliment, even a blessing.

			The co-head of the yeshiva where I studied when I was nineteen years old, Rabbi Yehuda Amital, once challenged me to “move to Israel and open a plant that would employ 10,000 people earning a dignified living.” He told me that this would be the best way to fulfill the great mitzvah (commandment) to settle Eretz Yisrael (the land of Israel), for a good living is the basis for sustaining a family and a society. I do not (yet) own such a plant, and I do not know whether the companies I have invested in employ as many as 10,000 people in Israel. So I do not consider myself at liberty to desist from Rabbi Amital’s challenge. His words encourage me to reread the equation in both directions: the Torah and commandments are influenced by economics and also influence it.

			This book—the first volume of a five-volume series, one for each book of the Bible—seeks to lay bare the fundamentals of modern economics and to show that systemic understanding and daily encounters with the reality of contemporary economies gives a completely different perspective on the Torah. That same Torah informs economics as well.

			Throughout this volume, and in subsequent volumes, we will encounter contemporary economic issues, such as the “universal basic income” promoted by Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, Tesla founder Elon Musk, and one-time presidential and current New York City mayoral candidate Andrew Yang, among others, which Adam in the Garden of Eden already faced. The initiatives and inventions of both Noah and Alfred Nobel will come into focus; Abraham and Andrew Carnegie will develop divergent approaches to wealth; and Jacob and Laban will behave in accordance with the principles of game theory. After we see dramatic economic changes relating to agriculture, urbanization and the undesirable results of too much market intervention, we will conclude with entrepreneurs and managers and their impact on national economies and values. Along the way, we will meet Esau, whose lifestyle was incompatible with the economic changes taking place around him and who was unable—or unwilling—to adapt.

			The world of the twenty-first century, which is undergoing a radical change from an industrial to a technological economy, raises the same questions: Will everyone adapt? Is the world compatible with everyone’s lifestyles and skills? What about societies that are not yet industrial? The Book of Genesis is a foundational document for a real-world economy, and contemplating it is vital.

			The global economy is shifting from an industrial paradigm to one driven by knowledge and data. Nations and states are torn by social and economic rifts and political upheaval. Under changing conditions, we must always seek out first principles. These are what anchor our lives and constitute our moral conscience. Family, social, and moral values are part of the laws of economics. A model that examines the values expressed by the economy and chooses to work toward realizing the best ones is a recipe for economic, financial, and political success.

			What I Have Learned as an Investor

			My years of venture capital investment have taught me that one of the strongest signals of a good investment is when everyone who hears about it thinks it is impossible, impractical, or even foolish.

			My first professional investment was in a company called PictureVision. It was 1995, and the internet was still in its infancy. I was sitting on a plane to Tel Aviv next to Gur Shomron, a veteran high-tech entrepreneur, and we got to talking. I was young and curious but completely inexperienced. I had heard Gur’s name before, but did not meet him until that moment, when we were sitting next to each other in uncomfortable economy seats. Gur was well over six feet tall, and I am a bit above six feet. He had a heavy Israeli accent, and I was a young, recent American immigrant to Israel. At some point he said to me: “I have a friend, really an acquaintance, near Jerusalem. He is having a hard time raising funds. He has an idea related to the internet. Have you heard anything about that?”

			Several days later, I received a call at our small office in Jerusalem from someone identifying himself as Yaacov Ben Yaacov. To tell the truth, I thought it was my cousin prank-calling from the United States.

			It took me a few minutes to realize that Yaacov Ben Yaacov was actually a real person, an entrepreneur with a start-up company that had developed an early method for transferring images over the internet. Today it seems simple, but back then, people were still using cameras with film and negatives, and the internet was running on dial-up modems. We could barely keep our email running smoothly in Jerusalem, so I did not believe he would manage to transfer images. But my curiosity got the better of me.

			I traveled to Givat Ze’ev, a suburb of Jerusalem. There, in the home of Yaacov Ben Yaacov, with the children gallivanting around the house, we sat in his attic with a plate of supermarket cookies and a bottle of Coca-Cola, and he proudly presented his development. I would end up spending many more long hours in that attic, in unbearable heat or with the din of rain on the roof, but that first visit was barely over two hours.

			Yaacov scanned a negative, uploaded the file to a local computer, and over the course of more than an hour, he transferred it over the internet to another computer via a landline. Just displaying the picture on the second computer took two minutes and several clicks of the “refresh” button. Yaakov’s venture was penniless, and he was living off the fumes of an idea that was not yet a business. Other investors, including those suggested by Gur Shomron, had rejected it. Yet something about it enchanted me.

			I had immigrated to Israel with my wife in 1993, two years before. Our families still lived abroad, and we now had a baby girl. The idea that we could send pictures to our parents and grandparents overseas excited me more and more every time I saw it done. Today we call this “photo sharing,” but we did not know what to call it then because PictureVision was the first to do it.

			As noted, I was a novice investor. I knew nothing, so I called a lot of experienced investors. Some asked, “What’s an internet?” Some thought it would be impossible to send a picture over a line with such narrow bandwidth. Like our daughter, the internet was still in diapers, and the Israeli venture capital industry was likewise in its infancy. “Sophisticated” investors asked where they would find all the scanners for the negatives and where and how we would install them. In a word: impossible.

			Nevertheless, despite the skepticism, the doubters, and the risk, my partner Shlomo Kalish and I pledged to invest about $50,000 in the company, although we did not have the money. In addition, we would help the company raise money in exchange for a cash fee and some warrants to buy stock. PictureVision was clearly somewhat desperate to use novices like us, and we were somewhere on the spectrum between overoptimistic and reckless. Our naïve assumption was that if we succeeded, we would receive a fee in the amount of $50,000, and that would be the investment that we committed to Yaacov and his partners.

			We contacted private investors and asked if they wanted to send pictures to their nearest and dearest through something called “the internet.” In essence, we were working with the crowdfunding concept that is so popular today, in which people preorder a product that is under development. We did not have a “crowd,” but we did find a handful of believers. These were not typical “angels,” as they are now known, a concept that would have been foreign to most of the investors we contacted.

			Fast-forward a bit more than two years and the dying company from Givat Ze’ev was sold to then-communications giant AOL and photography giant Kodak. Those initial investors, who were following their hearts and a vision of what could be over what was solid and established, multiplied their investment more than tenfold. While this was not a venture capital home run, it was a very meaningful outcome for the earliest investors.

			In retrospect, this story reflects the strategy for both investing and living that I have tried to apply for the past quarter-century. Strategy often starts as passion or instincts driven by your unique way of looking at the world of investments. It is comprised of the knowledge and insights you developed or fused from your education, experiences, and beliefs.

			Every product has an underlying theme and advances an agenda. Behind every transaction and innovation there are people. Human spirit has been invested in every technological development. Every negotiation of value is influenced by the principles of the parties involved. There are some people whose transactions reflect the principles they champion, and those principles influence how they determine economic value. The investors in PictureVision were people for whom the importance of keeping in touch with distant family members resonated strongly.

			Daniel Kahneman (after collaboration with Amos Tversky) won a Nobel Prize for suggesting that humans were not strictly rational economic beings. Venture capital, where I have spent the last twenty-five years of my professional life, is a service business. We service entrepreneurs, who are the heroes of innovation and the ones who propel the world forward by leaps and bounds, (mostly) improving our lives along the way. However, entrepreneurs generally—and technology entrepreneurs—specifically, are not rational economic beings. There are easier ways for bright and ambitious people to make money. What they truly want to do is make change. They are impelled by a need to change something, to fix or improve it. In my world, their canvas is technology.

			Broadly, there are three investment strategies for a venture capitalist. You can invest in a technology change, in a market evolution or revolution, or in people. As venture capitalist Keith Rabois says, you can make money at all three, but you better be among the best at one of them. I do not know much about technology and markets, so I focus on people.

			I started off investing with no strategy that I could explain. I was curious, driven, and, in many ways, desperate to prove myself. I had a degree in political science—whatever that means—and edited the college newspaper, and even created some troubles for my university’s administration, but mostly, I had spent my time studying Torah. In retrospect, it is fair to say that my investment strategy reflected more of my Torah values than science, technology, and markets. Perhaps this is passion re-narrated as strategy.

			One of the key attributes of Torah study is chavruta or “learning in pairs.” If you have ever been to a house of Torah study, you will hear pairs of students yelling at each other, arguing over ancient and modern texts that cover almost every realm of life from holidays and blessings to economics and torts. The leading yeshivas actually spend most of their time on the tractates that cover economics and torts.

			Many approaches to Torah view within it hidden, even mystical meanings. Others provide metaphysical interpretations, many of which are necessary and important. Still, others use the text as a diving board into homiletics. For me, it is real life. After this first volume of my series on the Torah came out in Hebrew, Rabbi Benny Lau remarked, “I learned from your book that people are people. Economics is economics, and families are families. Things have not changed fundamentally in thousands of years since the Torah was written.” I think he is right.

			Our biblical patriarchs and matriarchs were great people, and the Torah provides eternal truths, but we can only learn them if we are willing to say they are applicable. That people are people. That Abraham had family issues and dealt with wealth and economic hardship. That Isaac had family strife and had to reinvent his business and shift his livelihood from livestock to farming. That Jacob had tension with his wives and children and hence in his family business, and that Joseph’s rags-to-riches story shows that you can create policy responses to economic crises, but you cannot predict their outcomes. At the same time that we strive for Torah-inspired moral clarity and greatness, we must apply its relevant lessons and examples to everyday challenges. Woven into the stories it tells is timeless wisdom about ethics and values. These lessons permeate the text and are an integral part of the narrative.

			When people seek my advice, I often tell them that I would not ask someone like me for guidance. After all, who would ask someone for advice who is wrong as often as he is right? The venture capital business can be brutal. Half the time, you lose your money. You invest in the unknown, live with uncertainty, and often snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. In sum, it is a business steeped in faith. Faith that the future will be better. Faith in people, entrepreneurs, and changemakers. And in my case, a faith in God and the eternal wisdom of the Torah.

			Like film and gaming, venture capital is commonly referred to as a home-run business. More accurately, it is a Grand Slam Home-Run Business. Similar to Hollywood or gaming where most products fail, most technology startups fail as well. A small number succeed, and they can succeed big. One venture investment in eBay, Facebook, Cisco, or Google can make up for a lot of losing ones. Still, according to Correlation Ventures, out of 21,000 venture financings from 2004 to 2014, 65 percent lost money. Two and a half percent of investments made 10–20x their money. One percent made more than a 20x return, and half of 1 percent—only about 100 companies—earned 50x or more.1

			 

			Sometime in 2005, I decided to reflect on my failures. I came to three conclusions: First, I know little about technology, and the more complex technology involved in the investment, the worse I do. At a minimum, I need to be able to explain it to other people so that they know I am not completely making it up. Second, even in my failures, if I stood up for what was right, I was proud of the investment, even if it was less financially successful. Moreover, that ethical stance was reputation building.

			Lastly, I had not spent enough time with certain founders and co-investors to see if we had common values. I concluded that shared values and a culture of ethics, excellence, and innovation mattered a lot. This was not an investment in the stock market or an Exchange Traded Fund. It was an investment in people you had to believe in. It was almost a marriage.

			One particularly nettlesome investment involved the digital imaging space. I understood the company, and we even had good people. When the tech bubble burst in 2001, its board decided not to pay severance to employees in the United States and instead focused on an Asian market. This was too much for me to accept. Together with the CEO, I objected, was outvoted, and resigned from the board immediately. As the Torah says, “Do not keep with you the wages of your laborers until the morning” (Leviticus 19:13).

			Here I failed twice: I lost our investors’ money and failed to persuade the board that we needed to pay US employees. More deeply, however, I failed in my investment philosophy. The trend the company bet on and the product it created became successful. They were the inventor of the now popular photobook, which many households have today to show off their digital pictures in paper form. We picked a lousy business strategy, trying to build everything ourselves instead of partnering with printing houses. However, more troubling was that when the chips were down, there was an ethical failing. Reflecting on that caused me to double down and search for greater guidance from the Torah.

			When Daniel Schreiber pitched me his idea for a new type of insurance company in an area he initially called “P2P Insurance,” I responded immediately. Daniel and I had been friends for thirty years. We had studied in yeshiva together. I had backed his first company, Alchemedia, which was, shall we say, not exactly a roaring success. However, Daniel was a leader, a fearless entrepreneur, and a mensch. Over coffee and a croissant at Café Michael in Jerusalem, he laid out a plan for building a new kind of insurance company from the ground up. A company that would align its interests with its customers instead of making money when it made its customers miserable by rejecting their claims. Daniel was not a technologist but talked about the power of data, AI, and behavioral economics with only a PowerPoint. He did not yet have product or technology, but I knew I wanted to invest. This was an idea rooted in values and giving back to the community of policyholders, and it was a fundamental values-driven change. It probably helped that even a technological idiot like me could explain it.

			I introduced Daniel to Shai Wininger, a product and technology whiz I had known for a decade. Shai was also a visionary who saw and promoted the good technology could create. He was a unique entrepreneur and person of deep values and boundless creativity, and he had a deep desire to make the world a better place. Shai did not go to yeshiva with me nor was he raised on learning Torah, but he reflected those values in his own way.

			Lemonade—so named because when life gives you lemons, insurance should give you lemonade—did not yet have an insurance license. It was a coin flip as to whether they would be granted one by the regulators in NYC. The fledgling company needed a lot of money up-front. Moreover, these inspired entrepreneurs were seeking a 10x change in a stodgy, conservative industry as well as a fundamental values-based realignment. But we were in. As the Torah says, “When you see the ass of your enemy lying under its burden and would refrain from raising it, you must nevertheless raise it with him” (Exodus 23:5).

			Before the Beginning

			We do not often speak about principles in a world of balance sheets, contracts, and markets. The dry letter of the law obliges us to focus on the bottom line—the profits of a company and its stakeholders. This is the fiduciary duty of the board of directors and rightly so. In the course of our daily lives, it is not always convenient to clarify and sharpen our moral principles as we consume, transact, and forge personal and economic relationships. But it is likely the difference between success and failure.

			This does not mean that scoundrels do not make money. It means that their bad practices eventually catch up with them. It means that in a world that is becoming ever more transparent, ethics in business and the values of brands and products will be scrutinized more and will differentiate winners from losers.

			In 1989, when I was a first-year student at Yeshivat Har Etzion in a small town called Alon Shvut in the Judean Hills, thirty minutes south of Jerusalem, I approached Rabbi Dr. Aharon Lichtenstein with a youthful question. Like many American Orthodox Jewish kids, I spent a year studying Torah at an Israeli yeshiva. I had just finished my freshman year at Yeshiva University in New York. At YU, you studied Torah in the morning and liberal arts in the afternoon. I was eighteen and impressionable but even thirstier for knowledge. Rabbi Lichtenstein was the reason I had chosen this yeshiva. He had emigrated to Israel in the early 1970s, giving up a clear path to success at YU, where he was likely to become the head of the institution.

			To us, “Rebbe,” as we called Rabbi Lichtenstein, cast a tall, imposing figure and possessed a towering intellect. More importantly, he was a beacon of ethics. As my friend Rabbi Amnon Bazak has said, everybody’s heart skipped a beat when they approached him with a question. Over my time in yeshiva, Rabbi Lichtenstein’s work ethic, clear moral compass, and personal example of leadership were key sources of inspiration for me and thousands of other students.

			Those were the days of cassette tapes, which could be inserted into a radio cassette player to record and listen to music. I had a “double cassette” player, which allowed me to copy music from one tape to another. I asked Rabbi Lichtenstein whether halakha (Jewish law) allows you to copy music that you had purchased to another cassette.

			His answer made a strong impression: “If you bought it, then it is permitted. They cannot tell you what to do with the tape once you have purchased it. However, you will not win any medals for fulfilling, ‘You shall be holy.’”

			Rabbi Lichtenstein clearly meant that one must distinguish between what is permitted and what is appropriate and proper. His reference to the commandment “be holy” alluded to the comments of Ramban (Nachmanides): “One should not be a scoundrel with the license of the Torah.” In other words, don’t be a jerk and then justify yourself by pointing to the letter of the law.

			I tell this story to my children every year on the Sabbath when we read the Torah portion where this verse appears. The importance of this message opens a window to an issue that is far from simple: the reciprocal relationship between law and morality.2 Law is a structured framework, and as such, it is unable to capture the full complexity of the human condition. Laws are crafted and administered by the state, religions, or other bodies in an attempt to order societies. Ethics and morals fill in many gray areas. It is these normative, universal, and religious dictates that requires adherence. However, these dictates can often come into conflict in practical ways, even if they derive from the same sources. They also prepare us for life, in which we often encounter scoundrels (even scoundrels clothed in religious rhetoric or cloaking behind religious laws) and are frequently tempted to cut ethical corners ourselves.

			Today, almost thirty years since I left yeshiva, I have concluded that Rabbi Lichtenstein was righter than he knew. Principles, ethics, and morals are not merely questions of lifestyle that parallel the laws of economics; they must also be part of its foundations. My claim is that principles affect worth—values improve value—especially in the modern, digital age. Capitalism is a fundamental engine of change and growth. It is, perhaps, the greatest driver of human potential, innovation, and improvement in human history. Innovation and freedom are the fuel that drives it. However, without timeless ethics and morals, both the system and individual businesses can become runaway trains than can run over others—or, as we will see with Noah, subvert humanity itself.

			Today, people are moving more and more toward ethical investments. While each person defines his ethics slightly differently, ethical investing is unquestionably gaining momentum. Environment, social, and governance-based funds, often called “sustainable funds,” grew four times from 2018 to 2019, reaching over 20 billions of capital inflows. Consumers are checking the ethical practices of brands and choosing not to support those that use sweatshops or fossil fuels.

			Most of this attention has been focused on environmental issues. Lemonade, for example, announced that it would not invest in fossil fuel companies. We can debate each company’s ethical stance, but we cannot deny that consumers and investors increasingly look for investment decisions that reflect their personal values and ethics.

			Principles are part of all successful business considerations. They built the economy, the free market, reputations, and long-term wealth, not short-term economic strategies that were greedy and impatient. Principles are part of every product, service, and economic decision, not just an external balance or brake. As my friend Marc Benioff, founder and CEO of Salesforce.com says, building a successful business is the best way to promote your principles. This works in the opposite direction as well. Principles, as a component of business, are a competitive advantage, as they are a core component of identity.

			An Anchor and Seven Satellites

			To implement the idea of investing in initiatives that will make the world better and drive better financial returns, I employ a loose framework that I call “an anchor and seven satellites.” Again, this might be passion and instincts narrated again as strategy. The anchor, as we will see, is a fear of God and the timeless wisdom of His Torah merged with sensible humanism. For God wants us to fear as well as love Him: “You shall fear your God; I am the Lord” (Leviticus 19:14 and 19:32).

			A satellite is launched into the sky and traverses space, but it is guided in orbit around planet Earth. Satellites increase in value as more communications pass through them. It has all but evaded our detection that satellites have become an integral part, foundational infrastructure, of our daily functioning. These are the kinds of investments I am talking about: technological products or services that become part of our functional infrastructure and that serve to advance human development.

			The seven satellites—the tools I use to examine principled initiatives—are as follows:

			1.The customer is willing to pay a premium for a product or service out of principle. Intuitively, we all know that we pay more for quality products. I can simply pay more for the product. I can choose to purchase from someone I admire or feel close to. Or I can share my purchasing power with others. The Torah’s injunction not to desire the property or wives of others necessarily incurs a premium, as does the injunction against collecting interest on loans to members of the Tribe. That premium should be reflected in the product itself and not just in price gouging or brand premiums.

			2.The more I use a service or product, the more helpful it is for others, not just for me. Clearly, if I use a product that erodes value to others, I am harming them. So-called network effects—wherein the more people use a product, the better it gets—are the holy grail of investing. WhatsApp and fax machines generate network effects because the more widely they are used, the better communication gets for everyone. The same framework can be used to think about economics.

			3.The service’s, product’s, or company’s competitive advantage does not stem from a special government concession or from preventing competition. The Torah, quite broadly, built market rules, not market regulation. Three traders in the market can rule on cheating or price gouging in real time, without waiting for a court ruling. When the prophet Samuel is asked to appoint a king, he warns the people that the king can exercise eminent domain on their possessions and family members. This shows the Bible’s emphasis on restraining the powers of government and the connected class.

			4.The service or product is sufficiently trustworthy that people will share their confidential information. Fundamentally, trust is the lubricant of every economy and is a value that drives increased monetary and economic value for all.

			5.The feedback on and reviews of the service or product denote both “value” and “values” and a high index of customer loyalty. Monotheism frees the mind and the person by acknowledging that it is not just their doing that has created wealth. It is the values behind the products and not the products themselves that drive their beauty and value.

			6.The success of the initiative does not undercut other elements vital to the long-term health of the economy. In my opinion, the Torah’s approach to “investment products” clearly mandates that we should not create or market products that impoverish others.

			7.The innovation generally benefits humanity and does not exploit one segment of the population. When we meet Noah and Alfred Nobel, we will begin to understand destructive innovation. This is not be confused with Clay Christensen’s disruptive innovation or Josef Schumpeter’s creative destruction, which are both positive. Innovation employed or deployed to exploit others is both corrosive and ultimately turned on its creators.

			 

			Products, services, technologies, and innovations are expressions of our values. The same is true of investments. Even benign investments require an “anchor” so they don’t become unethical. Others are transformative and therefore unpredictable. They are necessary to move the world forward and should not be artificially restrained. However, when creating or investing in these critical technologies, we need anchors. For me, that anchor is biblical ethics and the timeless laws and lessons of the Torah. I am not Pollyanna. I make mistakes and get things wrong, both when it comes to people and investments. But Torah values are a North Star, a beacon that beckons.

			When I began my career, they told me about The Wall Street Journal test. The test is very simple. If something you did makes the front page of the most important business paper in the world, how would you feel about it? Would you be proud? Ashamed? The anchor of conscience enshrined in this test provides us with who we are, what we believe in, and who we want to be. Unfortunately, I have since learned that not everything written in the papers is true, and their values have increasingly become relativist, if not some newfangled groupthink.

			Competition is healthy, and in all competitions, there are losers. This is important for the advancement of humanity and the improvement of our general standard of living. The profit motive is one of the greatest human motivators, and it should by no means be contemned or invalidated. It is a healthy and even heavenly motivation, as well as an integral part of creation. However, as I will discuss below, technological advancement can produce total ruin if it is not accompanied by principled support for its customers and communities.

			Satellites soar skyward because the sky is the limit, both when it comes to business opportunity and when it comes to the ability to sustain an array whose individual units do not conflict with one another. Like many models, however, this abstraction does not perfectly correspond with reality. These are signals, signs, and pathways that indicate whether a product, investment, or business is aligned with ethical principles. The satellites must be anchored in their orbits by eternal values that can and should be capitalized upon. The question is how to differentiate passing fads from solid values.

			Looking Backward from the Future

			In venture capital and entrepreneurship, we should think about the kind of world we want our children to live in and invest in the kind of ventures that can advance that vision. This mental habit is called “back casting.” In forecasting, we try to predict the future based on variables that are currently known. In back casting, we know what future we want to see and try to create the tools that will realize it.

			In my view, the better future is not a future with more candy, free money, or mindless entertainment and frivolity. Instead it is one in which the moral values of freedom, equality, knowledge, kindness, hard work, and service to others are realized. It is a world in which technology can drive down the cost of essential services and spread benefits to a broad swath of the world’s population. It uses digital technology to improve health and welfare and to increase societal and economic resilience. It is an economic system that is less subject to the accumulation of catastrophic risks and expresses spiritual objectives through which people become part of something bigger than themselves.

			This is the world in which most people want to live, so I look for enterprises that can be the building blocks for such a world. In the fullness of time, there should be robust consumer and enterprise demand for these kinds of products. Hence, these values guide me toward investing in projects that will form the infrastructure and resources of a world in which everyone wants to live and whose products and services they will want to buy.

			I do not mean this in the narrow sense of “attain ownership” or “purchase for use”; they will want to be a part of it and buy into it. This is said of God: “Lord most high, buyer (koneh) of heaven and earth” (Genesis 14:22), and Eve said, when she first gave birth: “I have bought (kaniti) a person with God” (4:1). When the Lord or Eve “buys” something, it means that they have invested in them and built something that is lasting. God is invested in the future of heaven and earth, and Eve is investing in her family.

			Back casting should be a model for policymakers who are responsible for the sustainability of society and state several generations hence, and for laying down the necessary infrastructure. Instead, most politicians focus on present needs. In general, they react. They contend over today’s voters, not over what kind of society their children and grandchildren will live in. 

			I prefer the approach of entrepreneurs who see the world in terms of what could be and tackle a problem that they want to solve. These entrepreneurs think of their product in terms of how much it will help and how many people will buy, use, adopt, and gain benefit from it.

			Investors are the necessary link between these worldviews. By raising capital and making investments, fund managers and investors, consciously or not, decide what kind of future to develop. Unlike entrepreneurs, investors are not swallowed up in the daily grind of launching and running a business, and this means they can look toward more distant horizons. The investor is not the change agent or hero; that is the entrepreneur. However, an investor can choose entrepreneurs who have the fuel to make a difference and maintain necessary guardrails on the road to success. To paraphrase the words of Matthew Arnold (a beloved saying of Rabbi Lichtenstein): the investor’s job is to see the venture steady and see it whole while riding the roller-coaster of capitalist growth and disruptive technology.

			The strategy of the “principled model” is to determine which principles the product advances and whether the world will want or subscribe to it. The model considers whether the product will lay the foundation of a new and improved social reality. Before any investment is actually made, the investor and entrepreneur must see eye-to-eye regarding the product, its development, and the short and long-term objectives that will guide it. They must also make sure that moral principles are always represented at the table and not drowned out by the voices of expediency and egotism.

			The Principles of Principals

			I invested in Riseup, founded by Yuval Samet, Tamara Cohen, and Iftach Bar, largely due to their view that everyone in Israel deserves a “family office”—that is, high-level, customized financial services, which today, only the wealthy can afford. It is rare to find a successful entrepreneur who wants to help the social periphery, where customers have less to spend. They also said that if their first idea did not succeed in the Israeli market, they would develop something else for it.

			In twenty-five years, I had never encountered an entrepreneur who focused exclusively on the Israeli market. Israel is a country of nine million people and is not a large market for most products. Yuval explained: “I grew up poor in Israel. My goal is to create a company to solve problems that affect the society in which I grew up and to help people like me overcome challenges like the ones I faced.”

			Much of Western society has been characterized by overconsumption and driven by profit motives, lower marginal costs, and an advertising culture that encourages massive consumption of unneeded wares. I do not share the view that we ought to regulate businesses to stop these practices. But I do think companies need values that anchor their marketing approaches. Values that see the moral hazards of overconsumption, which often leads to obesity and credit debt. Values that see the monetary and societal costs of putting people in penury and risking their health. Jumbo potato chips and jumbo loans are the same: short-term thrills with long-term costs.

			For most of my life, mortgaging the future to consume in the present has been considered a good business model. Yuval, Tamara, and Iftach wanted to turn this on its head. They believed in a model that would prevent overspending—and they thought people would pay for it.

			Yuval is a businessman, not a philanthropist. His goal is to make money. That is my goal too. This is not impact investing or a social experiment with a basic business model. Importantly, though, his moneymaking enterprise is changing people’s lives. When I released the Hebrew version of this book in 2019, Riseup had just launched. Already, tens of thousands of Israelis have gotten out of debt and begun saving money—and they are paying Riseup a premium for the privilege. It turns out that Israel is a sufficient market to build a venture capital outcome in financial services but that by succeeding in Israel, we can launch Riseup to other parts of the world and create better futures for many other people. “From Zion shall go forth the Torah.” (Isaiah 2:3)

			Riseup disrupts a fundamental principle of many financial services: consumers pay to borrow money, and banks make money by raising their credit limits. Riseup only wants you to use financial products you can actually afford. It looks not only at the risk to the bank but the risk to its consumers. According to what Eldar Shafir of Princeton calls the “scarcity mindset,” people make worse decisions when they are in financial stress. Riseup is like a blinking yellow light that helps drivers avoid a speed trap. Neither paternalistic nor patronizing, it engages your rational brain and helps you assess your personal risk. Of course, the collective risk of those who borrow money becomes society’s risk. That is a price we all paid during the mortgage lending bubble of 2008.

			As an investor, the horizon I look at is much broader. It is the values-based product of a good company that people use not just to save money, but to bring about change that’s good for everyone. They use it not only for personal reasons but to become part of a newer, better zeitgeist.

			As is well-known, the Torah forbids lending with interest (at least to other members of the Tribe—a point I will discuss in detail in the forthcoming book on Leviticus): “If you lend money to My people, to the poor among you, do not act toward them as a creditor; exact no interest from them. If you take your neighbor’s garment in pledge, you must return it to him before the sun sets; it is his only clothing, the sole covering for his skin. In what else shall he sleep? Therefore, if he cries out to Me, I will pay heed, for I am compassionate” (Exodus 22:24-26).

			The words “My people” and “the poor among you” indicate that the prohibition against lending with interest reflects the value of social solidarity. The point of this prohibition is to prevent a lender swallowing up a borrower’s wealth, as described by Sefer HaChinuch (§68): “Among the roots of this commandment is that the benevolent God desired the settlement of His people which He chose. He therefore commanded to remove the obstacle from their path, that one should not swallow up the wealth of his friend without his feeling it, until he finds his house empty of all good....”

			It is a mitzvah to lend and support a friend in need. But it is forbidden to exploit their situation and distress for personal profit. It is useful for everyone to have a tool that helps consumers bring their expenditures into proportion with their income or gives consumers credit that they can manage. Many products sold today are marketed with messages such as, “You must get what everyone else is getting! Everyone must have this!” Or, “A new smartphone for just ninety dollars.*” (The fine print tells you it’s ninety dollars a month for thirty-six months, subject to the terms of the company.) The implication is this: Borrow now so you can buy and pay with your future earnings at 18 percent interest.

			If everyone consumed within their means, including credit they can afford, the erosion of future earnings would shrink, if not cease entirely. A world in which people spend within their means—rather than follow dreams promoted by advertisers and dictated by the latest fashion—is a world that I want my children to live in. When everyone understands how much better it is to avoid ruinous credit card debt, Riseup’s tool will become the Waze of personal economic management.

			Lemons to Lemonade

			As mentioned above, some six years ago, I invested in a new digital insurance company called Lemonade. I introduced the founders to each other in 2015. Both of them envisioned making financial services friendlier and more principled.

			Insurance companies do not pop up overnight. In the Western world, the average age of insurance companies is 125 years. Lemonade dared to establish a new insurance company that was based on technology, artificial intelligence, and a simple and intuitive user experience.

			Not only did Lemonade lower prices through its direct approach to customers, making the need to pay insurance agents unnecessary; it also changed the business model from an adversarial model to one of alignment, based on shared interests. Instead of profiting like other insurance companies by minimizing payouts on claims to the degree possible—thus giving them a built-in incentive to reject its customers’ claims—Lemonade’s income is determined as a fixed percentage of the price of the premium. After covering the claims of its customers, whatever funds remain are given to charities chosen by the premium payers.

			On some level, insurance is a case of tragedy of the commons. We all band together and form a pool of capital that allows us to help each other in times of need. It should be the world’s greatest social good business. However, people cheat. Duke University professor Dan Ariely has often said that if you want to design a business that would not build trust and would instead bring out the worst in people, it would look like a traditional insurance company.

			For a biblical perspective on this question, consider the following passage from Bereishit: “Jacob resumed his journey and came to the land of the Easterners. There before his eyes was a well in the open. Three flocks of sheep were lying there beside it, for the flocks were watered from that well. The stone on the mouth of the well was large. When all the flocks were gathered there, the stone would be rolled from the mouth of the well and the sheep watered; then the stone would be put back in its place on the mouth of the well” (Genesis 29).

			In biblical times, access to water was a social good, one that needed to be available to all. The rock on the well, which required all shepherds to be present to remove it, was the visual representation of an ethical code. This code served to prevent a tragedy of the commons, wherein a few bad actors might take an unfair share, thus raising the risk (and cost) for everyone else. (We will discuss why Jacob removed the rock singlehandedly in Chapter 8.)

			Insurance companies are the industry most hated by customers, but they are also an industry that everyone needs. Only a team that took a principled approach, changing the supplier-customer relationship from an adversarial to a cooperative one, could find a “rock” large enough that prevented people from cheating. The brilliant minds and principled souls of Lemonade’s team in Tel Aviv and New York answered this challenge and developed an approach that neutralizes the conflict of interest between the company and its customers, thereby creating a true sense of partnership. Beyond the administrative fees, which are fixed as a percentage of the premium—thus synchronizing interests—the balance is transferred to charitable organizations chosen by the customers. Thus, the company and its customers strive together toward a worthy horizon.

			Because Lemonade created an insurance model with common moral values, it is adding customers—who come from several continents—at a dizzying pace. When I published the Hebrew version of this book in 2019, Lemonade was the fastest growing insurance company in the world and the highest rated for customer satisfaction. Using the AI technology it developed, it lowered costs for clients, as well as the percentage of fraudulent claims. I knew we were on to something when we attracted veteran employees from the insurance industry. John Peters, Lemonade’s Chief Insurance Officer held very senior positions at one of the largest US insurance companies. He joined Lemonade early on and saw his new role as head of Lemonade’s insurance department as attractive and challenging, even though he was only overseeing a small number of policies and an even smaller number of employees.

			In its short few years in existence, Lemonade has managed to donate over two million dollars to charity on behalf of its members each year. In the early summer of 2020, Lemonade held an Initial Public Offering on the New York Stock Exchange at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. The ticker symbol, LMND, serves as living proof that a business approach based on moral principles has significant, venture scale investment value.

			In the internet age, digital services are creating customer bases ten times larger than anything that could have been imagined a decade ago. Lemonade is now the first transnational property and casual insurance carrier, servicing customers in the United States, the Netherlands, France, and Germany. It is therefore vital to our economic future that ethics and principled identification be among the factors influencing the customer’s decision to adopt a service or place trust in a product.

			Moreover, services and products that are not principled will ultimately be seen as harmful and will consequently disappear. Thus, a short-term strategy of maximizing profit, with nary a thought about values and principles, not only impoverishes future generations; it also hurts the suppliers themselves. It also stands to reason that in a more transparent world, in which reputations are judged on social media each day, customers and investors will not be as forgiving toward people who violate their principles.

			Much has been made of Silicon Valley losing its way, working on social networks instead of cures for cancer. I find this criticism a bit overwrought. It has become a useful tool in the hands of politicians who are threatened by technology and the growing power of tech CEOs. Social networks added much-needed transparency and connectivity to the world. However, like Noah who did not add an ethical framework to his invention, the entrepreneurs behind social networks did not install time-honed and time-honored ethical frameworks around theirs. This has come back to bite them and harm our society. Like the flood in Noah’s times, social networks have the potential to be destructive.

			In recent years, I have increasingly found a common language with entrepreneurs who speak of a better world that their products will advance. This approach is gaining momentum in Israel. Broadly speaking, the entrepreneurs of Tel Aviv are more deeply focused on efforts that are driven by values than their brethren in Silicon Valley. The Torah of values-driven entrepreneurship is going forth from Zion, even though modern technological Zion is in Tel Aviv and not Jerusalem.

			“When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, so that you do not bring bloodguilt on your house if anyone should fall from it” (Deuteronomy 22).

			The Bible as a Source of Economic Wisdom

			The Book of Books is a treasure trove of responses to economic and commercial challenges that do not belong only to the past. People are people, and from our tradition, we can learn how to handle the challenges posed by the economy, family, negotiation, invention, technological advances, and new-old ideas such as universal basic income and the welfare state. According to the straightforward meaning of Scripture, as well as a straightforward understanding of human beings then and now, the Torah deals comprehensively with these challenges.

			Of course, the world has changed and advanced, but people and their challenges do not fundamentally change. On the contrary, a significant part of the wisdom inherent in Scripture can be investigated and understood only in our time. Historical perspective and modern discoveries allow us to examine models that in the distant past were theoretical and only implemented later. Indeed, the more generations advance, the more the study of Scripture is reinvigorated. For time is cyclical, much like the Jewish people’s return to the land of Israel.

			Some might say this is too religious for a philosophy of investment. Others might find it blasphemous to read the Torah through an economic lens. Some might say that once the discussion turns to moral principles and values, it becomes preachy. Others will shake their heads and argue that my strategy cannot be implemented. But anyone who seeks stability and longevity, something that rests on solid ground and basic principles, must connect with the foundations of human existence.

			Scripture is the most studied book in history. Believers and unbelievers alike quote and relate to its contents, and new interpretations and structures are built on it to this day. Ultimately, Scripture has the largest number of “users” on earth. If you are looking for something that speaks to everyone, Scripture is it. People are not always aware of this fact, but many of our basic presuppositions, worldviews, and aspirations are taken from Scripture.

			Moreover, even now, new religions are emerging in Silicon Valley. Historian Yuval Noah Harari’s belief that the world is basically biology and made-up human storytelling soothes relativists’ souls. Sam Altman, the CEO of Y Combinator, the Silicon Valley-based accelerator that birthed Airbnb and Stripe, has said, “Politics is the new religion.” I don’t think he actually believes that but perhaps, it may be so for those who have replaced timeless texts and principles with temporal tweets and rhetoric. It is also quite odd given the distrust of the US government held by many in Silicon Valley. Perhaps he meant that certain post-modern political views have taken on a cult-like significance.3

			I do not suspect that Google or Facebook were established for unworthy purposes. On the contrary, Google opened access to knowledge and produced massive economic and moral value. Facebook was founded to connect people. However, the bigger they grew, the more their power skyrocketed, and their self-deification increased. Their power and the strength of their hand spurred them to possess more capabilities. They became kingmakers and have literally determined presidential elections. Eternal principles were beneath them.

			Sure, they praised values and principles as they wielded their double-edged swords. And yet Facebook and Twitter are effectively restraining freedom of thought and creating societal rifts in a manner that can best be termed Orwellian. In fact, Facebook’s profits grow based on uniformity and narrowness. The company collects data on its subjects and fills their newsfeeds with things that already interest them, instead of challenging them with things that are different. The order of results in a Google search, which the company tightly controls, transforms it into a modern idol that dictates the world order and determines what is important. Other platforms have deleted mobile applications, further constraining freedom of thought. A modern tower of Babel, where there is a central unifying principle and difference is disdained.

			In sum, these companies are a digital Tower of Babel, seeking to glorify themselves while suppressing human difference and promoting uniformity, as in the Biblical description: “Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words” (Genesis 11:1). As we will see in the second volume of this series, it is hard to be a contrarian in the politically correct and corrosive discourse of social networks. Unfortunately, since publishing this book in Hebrew, that same conformity has been imposed by well-known newspapers and “cancel culture.” The agenda driven news media has become an echo chamber of like-mindedness. Enforced uniformity of acceptable language and thought constrains freedom. But God did not punish the builders of the Tower of Babel. He scattered them and gave them different languages and new platforms. In so doing, he unshackled them.

			A social network is not inherently devoid of values. A search engine can develop in different directions; the question is what is permitted and what is forbidden. Which values influence its evolution. Therefore, from my perspective, how these platforms are managed through their life cycle is no less important than the setup and initial phases. After the product or service is launched, does its governance draw on eternal values or on relativistic ones? Is it in effect a new religion whose ethical code dwells in the mind of one person or publisher, or is it open to public criticism? We must also ask whether those criticizing these technology driven platforms are drawing on eternal values or reflecting political expediencies.

			I take inspiration from the revelation at Mount Sinai, where God appeared in public. It was not a secret revelation of commandments to one individual, but a public spectacle, where “all the people saw the thunder” (Exodus 20:14). As Isaiah said, “From the first, I have not spoken in secret” (Isaiah 48:16). Sunlight is indeed, as Justice Louis Brandeis said, the best disinfectant. It ensures the longevity of principles.

			Innovation and Interpretation Are One

			Yeshiva University professor Aaron Koller interpreted the Scroll of Esther as a celebration and triumph of the Diaspora Jews and their broad influence in Persia. My book The Vanishing Jew laments the mass assimilation of the Jews of Persia and reads Esther as a wake-up call, not just for them but for Jews in the contemporary United States—urging them to move to Israel so that they may preserve and develop their Jewish identities. We both think that we correctly interpreted the straightforward meaning of Scripture and the intent of the verses. We both think we viewed the scroll in its proper historical context. Yet we arrived at diametrically different conclusions.

			Koller once asked me if I think there is one objective interpretation or whether each exegete brings their own personal baggage to the interpretation of Scripture. My answer was that Scripture was written in a particular context, and it stands to reason that the author of Esther had his or her own interpretation of its meaning. Nevertheless, for the most part, exegetes cannot fully comprehend the context of an ancient work; hence, there can be no expectation of attaining any final, “authentic” interpretation.

			Texts are unvarying, especially foundational texts like the Torah and Tanakh. This is an iron anchor. But the context from which we look at them changes.

			The generation in which we are fortunate to live, with the return of the Jewish people to Eretz Yisrael, the mature synthesis of economic comprehension, and the emergence of globalization, encounters Tanakh, the biblical canon, at new junctions. The lived reality of the Jewish people in its homeland challenges us anew to build a model society—but it must be realistic, not utopian. Economics and moral principles are a central part, if not the actual center, of that reality.

			In analyzing the sources, I have hewed closely to the straightforward meaning of the verses. I used relatively few midrashim, and then only to illuminate that meaning. I see the placement of stories and verses themselves as being important: Why does the narrative sometimes deviate from chronological order, and what does this tell us about the story that appears early or late? What does context teach us? What can we derive from comparisons between verses and words?

			One of the novel aspects of this book is its attention to word choice. One of the Hebrew words for a word is teivah, which also means “box,” indicating that a word is a container that holds meaning. Even in English, the word “content” can refer to the meaning of a text or the matter held by a receptacle. Readers often see words as building blocks from which sentences are constructed. They do not pay attention to words that are part of ordinary conversation. They look at the map, but do not focus on the treasure before them. Consider words like “property” (rekhush), “city” (ir), “vapor” (eid) instead of precipitation (geshem), and “a spring” (ma’ayan) instead of “a well” (be’er). What is the kesitah with which Jacob purchases a field? Why was he cooking, of all things, lentils when his brother came in starving from the hunt? Such questions are the doors to worlds of content and illuminate various aspects of commerce, economics, and society.

			Ideally, the order of the chapters would have been thematic. Essays on the same general topic (free market economics, entrepreneurship, leadership, management) might have been placed in the same section, and the contents of one chapter would support or complement the preceding or succeeding one. In the end, I chose to organize the chapters according to the order of the Torah itself, or more precisely, the traditional division of the Torah into portions (each known as a parashah) that are read in synagogue each week. These weekly portions express our way of listening to the Torah and resonate with the requirement that we pay attention to the contents, which still speak to us today.

			Moreover, the reading of a different parashah each week reflects the Torah’s constant presence, all year long, reminding us that moral principles themselves demand consistency. An investor whom I hold in high regard revealed to me that in his twenty-nine year career, he only made money in nine years. Nonetheless, all twenty-years were vital, and had he not remained active during the bad years, he would not have profited during the good ones. The world of investments is built on ups and downs, but we must hold to our principles at all times and in all circumstances.

			Organizing this book by parashah gives expression to my belief that the moral universe envelops every step we take. Economics are dynamic; people are always making changes, and tomorrow always has surprises in store. So I did not want to present readers with final, closed interpretations. Rather, my goal is to challenge everyone to examine their moral worlds and to ask how these worlds find expression in life’s weekly junctures. This strategy leaves room for those who come after me to build further and to edify themselves.

			Naturally, venture capitalists are optimists who believe in technology’s ability to create a better future. So it is only natural that I connect with the utopian visions of the prophets.

			The Torah strives to shape a people whose daily life would powerfully project moral and just principles—and economics is the core of daily life. Throughout history, we Jews have believed that if we are good, we will merit the fulfillment of God’s benevolent promises. This worldview guided the development of halakhah toward the increase of safeguards, hedges, and stringencies, to prevent us from stumbling. It was an eminently moral approach, and many Jews gave their lives to its observance.

			Technological advancement and the implementation of the principled model can initiate an entirely new process. The principles that will be manifested when people choose worthy, benevolent products and services will bring about the realization of all the good prophecies. Of their own will, “nation will not lift up sword against nation” (Isaiah 2:4) not even to wage currency wars, and “the wolf will lie with the lamb” (Isaiah 11:6). Competition will be disruptive but not predatory.

			When moral principles manifest in every step, perhaps we will be able to remove the prohibitions and safeguards that were added out of concern lest…. Perhaps we will even bring about, with our own hands, a reality in which “commandments will be annulled in the future” (BT Niddah 61b) and these mitzvot will be fulfilled naturally, without any commandment. Indeed, “You will eat your bread to satiety, and you will dwell securely in your land” (Leviticus 26:5).
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