Accounting in terms of the average wage,
discouraging fraud, encouraging honesty

Theft in Jewish ethical values is a very serious offence. Its
prohibition "thou shalt not steal" is given prominence in the
eighth commandment. In the book of Proverbs we read "so are
the ways of every one greedy of gain; it taketh away the life of
the owners thereof'. In Baba Kama we read "he who steals
from his fellow man the value of a Peruta, it is as if he has
taken his soul from him". In short, there is a realization in
Jewish thought that theft is equated in a certain sense to taking
away part of one fellow mans life. The average wage can be
used to make this fact explicit and quantifiable as we shall see
below.

Money can be expressed in terms of time by using for example
the average monthly wage as an exchange rate. If your bank
balance on a certain date is 1800 shekel and the average
wage on that date is 1200 shekel a month, then the balance
can be expressed as 1800/1200=1.5 average monthly wages,
that is the value of 1.5 months of average labour. In this way
prices, apartment rentals, fees, balances, monthly payments,
rates and so on can be defined in terms of time. We assert that
balances and monies expressed in terms of the average wage
gives a clear meaning of the value of these amounts in terms
of what it means in time to the average man. Thus we contend
that for every average monthly wage stolen, the thief is likely to
have "damaged" or "destroyed" one month of life of his fellow
man. It seems appropriate therefore that for every average
monthly wage stolen, the thief, in the most severe case, should
be penalized for a period of one month. This makes explicit the
duration of the penalty but what penalty is Halachically
acceptable?

In today's society, prison is prescribed as a penalty for theft.
The above approach could be used for determining the length
of the prison sentence in a meaningful way.

However, the Torah does not prescribe prison as a penalty for
theft (or for that matter for any crime). The Torah requires
instead the thief return what he has stolen and pay a fine. If the
thief is unwilling or unable to do so, he is made to work off the
debt. In view of this we suggest that a monthly fine or a higher
rate of tax be applied for the time period defined above. If we
add the restriction that this penalty ceases the moment the
thief pays back what is required, this might make this approach
Halachically acceptable.

While making this suggestion it must be made clear that it is
not the author's intention that more people should be fined or
spend extended periods in prison, but rather to find a
framework to deter theft and fraud. Expressing the value of
money and the penalty for its theft in like terms, would in our
opinion be a significant deterrent.
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Theft of lifetime's income

Another possibility which could be considered is to define in
law "theft of lifetime's income". This of course requires that
average lifetime income be carefully and expertly estimated. (A
very approximate guess is about 60 years average income or
720 average monthly wages). We oppose imposing a more
severe penalty for such a theft than what we suggested above.
Rather, the purpose of making such a definition is to make
clear and emphasize in human terms the damage caused by
large thefts.

The author further believes it is not enough to deter theft and
fraud but it is of the utmost importance to encourage honesty,
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integrity and impartiality when handling the monies of others.
We therefore also suggest that a solemn promise or
declaration be made by those responsible for looking after the
monies of others and that they are reminded of their promise
from time to time. Here is an example of such a promise.

An Example of a Solemn Promise of
Honesty Integrity and Impartiality

| the undersigned have responsibility for handling and/or
deciding on the monies of others and will strive to do so with
honesty, integrity and impartiality.

| am aware that if | misuse this responsibility that this will
prevent or delay those to whom these monies justly belong
from receiving what is due to them. This may cause them
hardship, cause them to leave the country, or indeed shorten
their lives as the monies involved can be very large and may
even exceed the total lifetime income of the average Israeli
citizen.

| am aware, G-d forbid, for each average monthly wage stolen
or defrauded, | may be "damaging" or "destroying" one month
of life of my fellow man.

| am also aware that the maximum penalty for theft and fraud

| therefore will strive to be upright when handling these monies.

Section 6 from the article
"Linkage not Interest - Wages not Prices".
See http://cc.jct.ac.il/~rafi/

R.B. Yehezkael (formerly Haskell).
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