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 Decision-Making: A Jewish Approach 

by Dr. Erica Brown 

 

 
 

 

 “Life’s business being just the terrible choice.”      

Robert Browning 

 

 

Reflective Questions: 

 

 

• Describe the attitudes and behaviors of a good decision-maker: 

 

 

 

• Do you consider yourself a good decision-maker. Why or why not? 

 

 

 

• What big decision is looming over you these days? 
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Mishlei/Proverbs 15:30 

 

אֹור־ ְֽ ם׃מ  צֶּׁ ְֽ ן־ע  ַדשֶּׁ ה ת  ה ֝טֹוב ָ֗ ָ֥ מּוע  ב ש  ֵ֑ ח־ל  ַשַמְֽ יַנִים י     ע ֵ֭

What brightens the eye gladdens the heart; Good news puts fat on the bones. 

 

 

The Difficulty of Decision-Making – Too Much Choice? 

 

When people have no choice, life can be almost unbearable. As the number of choices 

increases, the autonomy, control and liberation this variety brings can be powerful and 

positive. But if the number of choices keeps growing, negative effects start to appear. As 

choices grow further, the negatives can escalate until we become overloaded. At this 

point, choice no longer liberates us; it might even be said to tyrannize. 

 

Barry Schwartz, “When It’s All Too Much?” Parade (Jan.4: 2004), excerpted from The 

Paradox of Choice: Why More is Less 

 

“Your choices of which clothes to wear or which soda to drink, where you live, which 

school to attend and what to study, and of course your profession all say something about 

you, and it’s your job to make sure that they are an accurate reflection of who you really 

are. But who are you, really? The imperative “Just be yourself!” seems straightforward 

enough. (What could be easier than being who you already are?) Yet we often end up 

blinking in its headlights, perhaps frozen in place by the concomitant notion that we 

might, if we are not careful, turn into someone else. It’s difficult to move forward when 

each step could move us further away from the “authentic” self, and so we dither.”  

Sheena Iyengar, The Art of Choosing 

 

The Impact of Choice on Religion 

 

Never before have we been faced with more choices, but never before have the great 

society-shaping institutions offered less guidance on why we should choose this way 

rather than that. The great metaphors of our time - the supermarket, cable and satellite 

television and the Internet - put before us a seemingly endless range of options, each 

offering the great deal, the best buy, the highest specification, the lowest price. But 

consumption is a poor candidate for salvation 

 

Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Class of Civilizations 

(London: 2002), p.40. 

 

Jewish Quotes 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2997742.Sheena_Iyengar
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/6843430
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“Certainty or doubt? Go with the certainty.”   

Talmud, BT Ketubot 12b 

 

 

“There is no happiness like the resolution of doubt.” 

Rabbinic expression 

  

 

How to Make Better Decisions: 

 

Pray for good decision-making abilities: 

 

In the Amidah or Silent Standing Prayer 

 

“You favor humans with perception and teach mankind understanding. Grant us from 

Your perception, understanding and intellect. Blessed are You, God, Grantor of 

perception.” 

 

In the Blessings before the Shema 

 

“…have compassion on us and put into our hearts the comprehension to understand and 

to be intellectually creative, to listen, to learn and to teach, to preserve, to practice and to 

fulfill all the words of instruction in Your Torah.” 

 

Recommendations from the Experts:   

 

“Use your conscious mind to acquire all the information you need for making a decision. 

But don't try to analyze the information with your conscious mind. Instead, go on holiday 

while your unconscious mind digests it. Whatever your intuition then tells you is almost 

certainly going to be the best choice.”  

Jonah Lehrer, How We Decide 

 

“The alternative to maximizing is to be a satisficer. To satisfice is to settle for something 

that is good enough and not worry about the possibility that there might be something 

better.”  

Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less 

 

“Most good decisions will involve these steps: Figure out your goal or goals. Evaluate the 

importance of each goal. Array the options. Evaluate how likely each of the options is to 

meet your goals. Pick the winning option. Later use the consequences of your choice to 

modify your goals, the importance you assign them, and the way you evaluate future 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/428923.Jonah_Lehrer
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3906123
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6957.Barry_Schwartz
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1157840
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possibilities.”  

Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less 

 

“Any time in life you’re tempted to think, ‘Should I do this OR that?’ instead, ask 

yourself, ‘Is there a way I can do this AND that?”  

Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Decisive: How to Make Better Choices in Life and Work 

 

“It’s becoming incredibly important to learn to decide well, to develop the techniques of 

self-distancing to counteract the flaws in our own mental machinery. The Heath book is a 

very good compilation of those techniques. For example, they mention the maxim, 

assume positive intent. When in the midst of some conflict, start with the belief that 

others are well intentioned. It makes it easier to absorb information from people you’d 

rather not listen to. They highlight Suzy Welch’s 10-10-10 rule. When you’re about to 

make a decision, ask yourself how you will feel about it 10 minutes from now, 10 months 

from now and 10 years from now. People are overly biased by the immediate pain of 

some choice, but they can put the short-term pain in long-term perspective by asking 

these questions.” 

David Brooks, “The Choice Explosion,” The New York Times, May 3, 2016 

 

 

The Impact of Choice on Identity 

 

The Israelites accepted a distinctive and demanding national destiny for themselves and 

for their future generations, without prior deliberation and without subjecting the 

proposition to critical evaluation. Such unqualified, undiscriminating commitments 

would seem rash and unwise in other spheres of life. The Jews are not known to be a 

gullible people; they are often inclined to be skeptical and rebellious; they are not easily 

persuaded. 

 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik in Reflections of the Rav, ed. Abraham Besdin, vol.1 

(Jerusalem: 1979), p.90. 

 

“The great artist Michelangelo claimed that his sculptures were already present in the 

stone, and all he had to do was carve away everything else.  

Our understanding of identity is often similar: Beneath the many layers of shoulds and 

shouldn’ts that cover us, there lies a constant, single, true self that is just waiting to be 

discovered.”  

Sheena Iyengar, The Art of Choosing 

 

 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6957.Barry_Schwartz
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1157840
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/39021.Chip_Heath
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/21521013
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2997742.Sheena_Iyengar
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/6843430
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