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This morning, I would like to discuss a topic that is, if not in our face, then at least 

in the background whenever we celebrate a bar or bat mitzvah. It’s for that reason 

that I want to discuss it today—rather than on a day when a particular bar or bat 

mitzvah is being celebrated. I wouldn’t want anyone to think that my words were 

inspired by any particular family’s celebration. (They weren’t; they were inspired 

by a letter I received from a colleague, who is a cantor at a prominent New York 

synagogue.) 

Enough throat clearing! I want to talk about ostentatiousness—or, rather, the duty 

to avoid it. 

First, a definition. Ostentatiousness is “a pretentious display meant to impress 

others.” It is a “boastful showiness.” It derives from a Latin word meaning, “to 

show,” which also gives us the familiar phrase, “to show off.” “Showing off” is 

behaving in an ostentatious manner. 

How many of us have ever attended an ostentatious affair? Probably many of us. 

And even if we haven’t attended an ostentatious affair, we’ve certainly read about 

them. You may remember some of the extreme examples of ostentation that were 

detailed in the papers in the last few years: The girl whose parents arranged for rap 

artists to perform at her bat mitzvah. The girl who wore a dress worth $27,000 on 

the day of her bat mitzvah. At least one of those stories arose within my 

colleague’s own congregation. I’m not suggesting that anything like that goes on 

here, but one can be ostentatious with a lot less than $27,000. And, in fact, any 

amount of ostentatiousness is—Jewishly speaking—wrong. Moreover, during 

tough economic times like these, it’s more wrong than usual. 

But what makes it wrong? 
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As I demonstrated last week, according to the Jewish tradition, there is nothing 

wrong with acquiring wealth. Poverty is no virtue in our tradition. Moreover, there 

is nothing wrong with enjoying the fruit of one’s labor. Judaism has, for the most 

part, eschewed asceticism. Rather, to deny oneself the pleasures of the world—if 

one can afford them—can be seen as sinful. 

And so, if there’s nothing wrong with having wealth, if there’s nothing wrong with 

spending money within one’s means on one’s self and one’s family, one might ask 

the question, “What’s wrong with flaunting it?” 

Well, I would like to share with you Three Reasons Not to be Ostentatious—

Especially during a Recession. 

The first reason is that it engenders envy. Historically, as Jewish leaders have long 

understood, Jewish ostentatiousness inspires envy by gentiles, and this endangers 

the Jewish people. There is a story in our parashah of Isaac growing wealthy (Gen 

26:12-14). What happens next? Avimelech and his men grow jealous of him. This 

is something that has tended to happen again and again in Jewish history. Just last 

week, it was reported that, at the Agriprocessor’s Plant in Postville, Iowa, while the 

non-Jewish workers were getting their pink slips, there was a celebration going on 

at the local synagogue to celebrate the release from jail on bail of Mr. Rubashkin. 

The contrast between the economic plight of the workers and the apparent comfort 

of the Jewish bosses was not becoming. How could this not engender jealousy and 

resentment toward Jews? 

The Talmud similarly interprets a phrase in an upcoming parashah. Jacob says to 

his sons (Genesis 42:1): “Why do you make yourselves so conspicuous?” The 

rabbis understood this to mean, “Don’t show yourselves to be sated [i.e., ‘don’t 

show off’] either before Esau or Ishmael in order that you don’t arose their envy 

against you.” Obviously, this is an anachronistic projection. What does Esau 

represent? Christendom. What does Ishmael represent? The Islamic world. This 

midrash expresses the concern Jews have long had concerning the ostentatious 

display of Jewish wealth in the presence of the other peoples of the world among 

whom, historically, Jews have long lived. 

But this is but a defensive reason not to be ostentatious. Is there anything wrong 

with engendering envy in a situation where you’re not worried that, as a result, 
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anything bad is going to happen either to the Jewish people or, for that matter, to 

you personally? 

The answer is yes. There’s a mitzvah in Leviticus 19: “Don’t put a stumbling block 

before the blind.” If you’re aware that your actions are causing others to be 

envious, then arguably you are guilty of violating this commandment, for, in 

Maimonides’ words: “envy leads to coveting, and coveting leads to robbery.” 

When you thoughtlessly engender envy, you are contributing to another’s sin, a 

violation of “putting a stumbling block before the blind.” 

The second reason not to be ostentatious is that it could cause those of limited 

means to feel humiliated. It should be obvious that we should not shame others, 

and ostentatiousness almost inevitably violates this prohibition. 

Many of us are familiar with the simplicity of traditional Jewish burial rites, but we 

many not know how and why these arose. According to the Talmud, Jewish law 

adopted these out of consideration for the feelings of those of limited financial 

means. Consider the following list of revisions in mourning practices that 

purportedly took place in the rabbinic period: 

•Our Rabbis taught: Formerly, they would bring food to the house of mourners in 

the following manner: to the rich, in baskets of gold and silver, and to the poor in 

wicker baskets made of peeled willows. And the poor people were ashamed. The 

sages therefore instituted that all should be provided with food in wicker baskets 

made of peeled willows—out of deference of the poor. 

•Our Rabbis taught: Formerly, they would provide drinks to the house of mourners 

in the following manner: to the rich, in white glass [which was very expensive], 

and to the poor in colored glass. And the poor people were ashamed. The sages 

therefore instituted that all should be provided with drinks in colored glass—out of 

deference to the poor. 

•Formerly, they would expose to view the faces of the rich [corpses] and cover the 

faces of the poor [corpses] because their faces had become blackened by famine. 

And the poor people were ashamed. The sages therefore instituted that all faces 

should be covered—out of deference to the poor. 
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•Formerly, they would carry out the rich [corpse] on an ornamented, cushioned 

bier and the poor on a common bier. And the poor people were ashamed. The sages 

therefore instituted that all should be carried out on a common bier—out of 

deference to the poor. 

•Formerly, the expense of providing the dead with a proper funeral and burial was 

harder on the family than the death itself, to such an extent that families would 

abandon the corpse and flee. This continued until Rabban Gamaliel, disregarding 

his own dignity, gave orders for his body to be carried out in flaxen shrouds. 

Afterwards, all the people followed his lead and had themselves carried out in 

flaxen shrouds. Rabbi Papa stated: And nowadays, all follow the practice of being 

carried out even in a shrouds that cost but a zuz. 

Babylonian Talmud, Moed Katan 27a 

 

As many of us know, this obligation to be modest in funeral expenditures in order 

to avoid shaming the poor became an accepted community standard. But what 

about festive celebrations? 

The Mishnah (Taanit 4:8; 26b) describes how, on the afternoons of the fifteenth of 

Av and Yom Kippur the maidens of Jerusalem would dance in the vineyards in 

order to attract spouses. The Mishnah notes that the girls went out in “white 

garments which they had borrowed in order not to shame those that did not have 

means” (and could not afford nice clothing). 

This passage suggests that at least some in the community—in this case, 

apparently, the young maidens themselves—were sensitive to the problem. 

Nonetheless, the sages of the rabbinic period did not insist on such limitations as a 

matter of law. 

Nonetheless, the Meiri (Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Provence, 1249—c. 1310), 

generalizes from the case of mourning rituals and provides us with a general rule: 

people should always be careful that poor people—or others, for that matter—are 

not ashamed because of one’s actions. 
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The final reason to refrain from ostentatiousness is that it can lead one to become 

arrogant. Deuteronomy 8, which I quoted last week, says it well. “Take care, … 

when you have eaten your fill, and have built fine houses to live in, and your herds 

and flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold have increased, and 

everything you own has prospered, beware lest your heart grow haughty and you 

forget the LORD your God … and you say to yourselves, ‘My own power and the 

might of my own hand have won this wealth for me.’ Remember that it is the 

LORD your God who gives you the power to get wealth ...” (my italics). 

The prophet Micah said that God wants three things from us: “only to do justice, to 

love acts of kindness, and to walk humbly before your God.” (6:8) According to 

the Talmud (Makot 24a), “walking humbly before God” refers to funerals and 

weddings. In one interpretation of this Talmudic statement, the Etz Yosef claims 

that this refers to moderation when arranging funerals and weddings, i.e., one 

should live a life of moderation and not be ostentatious, even when arranging 

funerals and weddings. 

Many late commentators combine all three reasons outlined above in urging Jews 

to avoid ostentatiosness. For example, the Chofetz Chaim (Rabbi Israel Meir 

Kagan, 1838—1933) states: 

Our sages, blessed be they, have stated that: ‘Who is a wise person? One who sees 

the consequences of his actions.’ Therefore, a person, even if he is in a strong 

situation, must always understand that because of the turbulence of our times, … 

one should behave when it comes to personal expenditures in the middle way, 

according to the individual and place. And even if God has been kind to him and 

given him great wealth, he should not wear very expensive embroidered clothing 

since that will damage his soul because it brings a person to arrogance and also 

incites the Evil Inclination [Reason #3]. In addition, it causes others, who do not 

have the means, to look at him and desire to emulate him [Reason #1]. In the end, 

they will borrow and not repay their loans or rob and cheat. And because of these 

extravagances, the expenses in our times for clothing for weddings have increased 

so that many of our daughters are humiliated when it comes time for them to get 

married [Reason #2]. Fathers and mothers cry and wail and no one can help them. 
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Other rabbis have come out publically against ostentatiousness: About ten years 

ago, rabbis of Bnei Brak (a fervently Orthodox community in Israel) issued the 

following declaration: 

 

As of late, the stress of luxurious living is taking an ever-increasing toll on our 

resources of time and money, and as a result the health and stability of entire 

families suffer . . . At an assembly of the rabbis we have decided to enact the 

following ordinances and enforce them with all the powers vested in us by our 

sacred Torah . . . 

•(a) A Kiddush in shul marking a family celebration should be limited to whatever 

extent possible. 

•(b) Spending on gifts for a bride and groom should be limited. 

•(c) Guests at a wedding supper should be limited to family and an intimate circle 

of friends. 

•(d) The wedding supper should include only one main course, fish or meat, with 

appropriate side dishes. 

•(e) No flowers should be placed on the guests’ tables. 

In 2001, Agudath Israel (an American Hareidi Orthodox union) published a 

brochure entitled, “Guidelines for Financial Realism and Tsenius [modesty] in our 

Chasunas [weddings]”. the 2001 Agudath Israel Annual Convention, a brochure 

entitled “Guidelines for Financial Realism and Tzenius [modesty] in our Chasunas 

[weddings]” was given to participants. It called for such measures as eliminating 

the vort [engagement party], limitations on the smorgasbord, elimination of the bar 

and Viennese table, a ceiling of 400 invited guests, limits on the menu and dessert, 

and recommended a one-piece band (maximum of four musicians). The brochure 

noted that the reason for these restrictions is not only for financial reasons, i.e., 

they place a great burden on individuals of limited means, but primarily because 

“they simply detract from the ultimate purpose of our existence.” (“The Simple 

Life: The Case Against Ostentation in Jewish Law,” by Hershey H. Friedman, 

http://www.jlaw.com/Articles/againstosten.html). 
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Conclusions: 

On a website entitled Finding the Right Bat Mitzvah Dress, the following sentence 

appears: 

Finding the perfect dress is one of the most exciting parts of a Bat Mitzvah. All 

eyes will be on the young lady when she takes the next step in her faith. 

Recently, in an article on bar and bat mitzvah receptions on Long Island, the 

following appeared: 

Mr. Grossman said that most bar mitzvah parties on the Island cost $20,000 to 

$100,000, with the average about $35,000. “It’s America,” he said. “They want to 

spend a lot of money on their kids. A bar mitzvah is about fun, and fun is money. 

Sometimes it’s competition. They want to have the best party of anyone. They 

want to compete with their neighbor. A lot of people want to outdo. If you have it, 

why not flaunt it?” 

As we’ve seen, there are at least three things wrong with flaunting one’s wealth. 

First, flaunting your wealth engenders envy. Second, flaunting your wealth 

engenders shame and humiliation. Third, flaunting your wealth detracts from your 

wholesomeness. Rather, tsniyut (modesty) is the proper way to live a Jewish life. 

As difficult as it is in our society to pursue this, let’s each of us strive to do just 

that. 


