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The CEO  and the Talmud
By Rebecca Leung (CBS)Setting the Stage

For years now, we’ve been hearing about 
corporate executives who made fortunes for 
themselves while driving their companies 

into bankruptcy, costing employees their jobs and 
sometimes their life savings. 

Not so at Malden Mills, the textile company in 
Lawrence, Mass., that invented the fabric Polartec. 

As 60 Minutes reported last year, Malden Mills also 
filed for bankruptcy protection, but that’s the only 
thing it has in common with companies like Enron. 

In fact, Malden Mills is known for going out of its 
way to help its employees, even when the company 
suffered a shattering setback. Correspondent 
Morley Safer reports on this story which aired last 
summer. 

•

The fire that broke out at Malden 
Mills in the winter of 1995 was 
the largest fire Massachusetts 
had seen for a century. No one 
was killed. But the town was 
devastated. Malden Mills was 
one of the few large employers in a town that was 
already in desperate straits. 

“The only thing that went through my mind was, 
how can I possibly recreate it,” says owner Aaron 
Feuerstein, the third generation of his family to 
run the mill. 

“I was proud of the family business and I wanted to 
keep that alive, and I wanted that to survive. But I 
also felt the responsibility for all my employees, to 
take care of them, to give them jobs.”

He made a decision - one that others in the textile 
industry found hard to believe. Feuerstein decided 
to rebuild right there in Lawrence - not to move 

down South or overseas as much of the industry 
had done in search of cheap labor. 

He also made another shocking decision. For the 
next 60 days, all employees would be paid their full 
salaries. 

“I think it was a wise business decision, but that 
isn’t why I did it. I did it because it was the right 
thing to do,” says Feuerstein. 

Some might have said the proper business decision 
was to take the $300 million in insurance and retire.

“And what would I do with it? Eat more? Buy 
another suit? Retire and die,” asks Feuerstein. “No, 
that did not go into my mind.”

He kept his promises. Workers 
picked up their checks for 
months. In all, he paid out $25 
million and became known as 
the Mensch of Malden Mills - a 
businessman who seemed to 
care more about his workers 
than about his net worth. 

The press loved him, and so did 
politicians. President Clinton invited him to the 
State of the Union Address as an honored guest. 
He also received 12 honorary degrees, including 
one from Boston University.

He became that rare duck - the businessman as 
national hero.

“I got a lot of publicity. And I don’t think that 
speaks well for our times,” says Feuerstein. “At the 
time in America of the greatest prosperity, the god 
of money has taken over to an extreme.”

For guidance he turns to the Torah, the book of 
Jewish law. 

“For guidance he 
turns to the Torah, the 

book of Jewish law. 
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What are the Questions in the Afterlife?

“You are not permitted to oppress the working 
man, because he’s poor and he’s needy, amongst 
your brethren and amongst the non-Jew in your 
community,” says Feuerstein, who spent $300 

million of the insurance money and then borrowed 
$100 million more to build a new plant that is both 
environmentally friendly and worker friendly.

ENGAGING THE TEXT

תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף לא עמוד א
אמר רבא: בשעה שמכניסין אדם לדין אומרים לו:

 נשאת ונתת באמונה, קבעת עתים לתורה, עסקת בפריה ורביה, צפית לישועה,  
פלפלת בחכמה, הבנת דבר מתוך דבר?

Talmud Tractate Shabbos 31a
Rava said: At the time that man is brought before judgment, they say to him:  Did 
you conduct your business faithfully?  Did you involve yourself in procreation? Did 
you anticipate and yearn for redemption?  Did you delve into wisdom?  Did you 
distinguish one thing from another?

 ▶ What would you have done in this situation?

 ▶ What are the challenges for a businessman in this situation?

 ▶ Why are these the questions asked in the world to come?

 ▶ What does it mean to conduct business faithfully?Questions 
to Consider

Questions 
to Consider

?

?
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Spirituality with Money

Going Beyond the Law

ENGAGING THE TEXT

ENGAGING THE TEXT

דברים פרק ו
  (ה) וְאָהַבְתָּ אֵת יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ בְּכָל לְבָבְךָ וּבְכָל נַפְשְׁךָ וּבְכָל מְאֹדֶךָ:

רש”י דברים פרק ו
 ובכל מאדך – בכל ממונך יש לך אדם שממונו חביב עליו מגופו לכך נאמר ובכל מאדך.

משלי פרק כ
לְמַעַן--תֵּלֵךְ, בְּדֶרֶךְ טוֹבִים;    וְאָרְחוֹת צַדִּיקִים תִּשְׁמֹר.

Devarim (Deutoronomy) 6:5
You should love God with all of your heart, and with all your soul, and with all of 
your might.

Rashi (ibid.)
And with all of your might- Meaning, with all of your money, for there are some 
people whose property is more beloved to them their selves, therefore the first 
states you must love God with all of your money.

Mishlei (Proverbs 2:20)
In order that you go in the path of the good people and keep the ways of the 
righteous people.

 ▶ If it already says to love God with your life, why does it have 
to mention loving Him with your money?

 ▶ What does it mean to love God with your money?

 ▶ How is it possible to love money more than yourself?
Questions 

to Consider?
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תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא מציעא דף פג עמוד א
 רבה בר בר חנן תברו

 שקל לגלימייהו, אתו אמרו לרב. אמר ליה: הב להו גלימייהו. - אמר ליה: דינא הכי?
 ליה הנהו שקולאי חביתא דחמרא.

 תלך בדרך טובים. יהיב להו גלימייהו. אמרו ליה: עניי אנן, וטרחינן כולה יומא, וכפינן,
 - אמר ליה: אין, +משלי ב’+ למען

 אגרייהו. - אמר ליה: דינא הכי? - אמר ליה: אין, +משלי ב’+ וארחות צדיקים תשמר.
 ולית לן מידי. אמר ליה: זיל הב

Talmud Bava Metziah 83a
Rabbah bar bar Chanan had a keg of wine broken by his workers.  He took their 
cloaks as collateral payment.  They (the workers) went and told Rav.  
Rav said to Rabbah bar bar Chanan: “Give them back their cloaks!”
Rabbah bar bar Chanan asked, “Is that indeed the law?”
Rav answered, “Yes! As the verse states: In order that you go in the path of good 
people.”  Rabbah bar bar Chanan returned their cloaks.
The workers then stated to Rav, “We are poor people, and we labored the entire day; 
we are starving and have nothing to eat.”
Rav said to Rabbah bar bar Chanan, “Pay them their fee!”
Rabbah bar bar Chanan asked, “Is that the law?”
Rav answered, “Yes, as the same verse continues: And keep the ways of the righteous 

people.”

 ▶ What is the difference between the “letter of the law” and 
the “spirit of the law?”

 ▶ Which one was Rabbah bar bar Chanan bound by?

 ▶ What does the verse tell us about the extent one has to go 
for his workers?

Questions 
to Consider?


