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Industrial, medical and technological advances are rapidly changing 
the way we live and communicate and are impacting upon the earth’s 
eco-systems at an astonishing pace.   The ecological impact wreaked by 
global production processes and the subsequent depletion of the earth’s 
natural resources has become a major global concern of both developed 
and developing nations, debated by governments and policy makers.  
Klal Yisrael is faced with many of the same environmental, health and 
economic concerns that are faced by the nations of the world yet we 
have not formulated a clear direction for ourselves and for others how to 
respond to these crises.  

In every generation, when faced with new challenges, Jews looked to the 
Torah, the Talmud and the words of the sages for understanding and 
guidance as how to respond.  In the Midrash it is written that the Torah, 
the source of Jewish wisdom, was a blueprint for creation of the world.  
Delving through millennia of Jewish wisdom can help us to understand 
and formulate cogent responses to complex local and global environmental 
crises.  If we wish to help maintain the creation and serve as a light unto 
the nations we must study the Torah to learn how to prevent further 
damage and to mend that which can still be healed.

The goal of The Environment in Jewish Thought and Law is to create a 
vision of how traditional Judaism should tackle the many local and global 
environmental challenges which exist today.  This initiative began six years 
ago as a pioneering grassroots effort to define and clarify for the Torah 
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Foreword

Rabbi Chayim Soloveichik

The Jewish people has historically been a separate and unique nation. 
This attribute has enabled the Jews to be an ohr la’goyim (a light unto 
the nations). Protected from alien and paganistic practices they have been 
able to remain a source of inspiration to the world of what is an ethical 
lifestyle.  

In order to retain this protection, many Jews have insulated themselves to 
the extent that they refuse to recognize the possibility that they can be 
inspired by non Jews. The first Jew to recognize this concern was Yaakov 
Avinu who, returning from the house of Lavan, declared to Esav (Breishit 
32:5):
“He told his messengers to say; “I have lived with Lavan and have tarried 
until now”

Rashi asks why Yaakov found it necessary to tell Esav where he was living. 
In truth there was an implied message that Yaakov sent to Esav:

“Even though I lived with Lavan I kept all the mitzvoth and did not learn 
from his evil ways”. In addition to keeping mitzvoth a Jew has to insulate 
himself so that he will not be affected by the evil influences around him.

In contrast to negative influences, a Jew could be affected by the positive 
influences as well. Yaakov Avinu said: “I did not learn from Lavan’s evil 
ways”, implying that Yaakov would have been happy to imitate any 
positive ideas or attributes of Lavan. This idea that we should imitate 
anyone who can positively inspire us or teach us is underscored by Chazal. 
The paradigm of how to respect a parent is Dama ben Netina - a non 
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Jew. The message that we should try to draw positive inspiration from our 
surroundings is clear.

In Shir Hashirim, chapter seven, Shlomo Hamelech records a prophetic 
conversation between the nations of the world and the Jewish people:

“Return, Return O Shulamite; return, return and let us gaze upon you.” 

Rabbi Naftoli Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, known by his acronym as the Netziv 
explains through this verse that the Jews have always been trailblazers in 
leading the world to a higher ethical standard.  The nations of the world are 
beseeching the Jewish People, “Return, return to your prominent position, 
you complete and ethical nation, so in that position you can again inspire 
and lead us to higher moral and ethical standards”. The Netziv explains 
that the nations of the world are remembering the past when the Jews 
with the Torah inspired and led the nations to a higher standard. They are 
beseeching the Jews to again take up that role in guiding and inspiring 
the world.

The Jews respond (Shir Hashirim 1:7) 
“What will you see in the Shulamite as in the dance of the two camps?”

The Netziv explains this verse as, “What completeness do you see in us 
besides the dancing of the camps?” He explains that the Jewish People 
responded that in truth we used to be world leaders in ethical and moral 
behavior and all our ideas and initiatives came from the Torah. However 
that was when we lived in the comfort of our land with the security and 
ability to extrapolate all these ideas from the Torah. Our situation is now 
different. We are in exile and unable to put all our concentration and 
thought into the Torah. Therefore many of our ethical standards come 
from you the nations of the world. We imitate many of your ethical 
standards as in a dance. Just like in a dancing circle each person imitates 
the step of the person in front of him, so too we imitate you in many 
ways.

The Netziv points out that even today, when we are in exile, the Jews 
still have a reputation of a high ethical and moral standard and for this 
reason the nations of the world ask us to take a leadership position. Some 
of our behavior and ideals might be modeled after what we see in our 
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surroundings, but with research we will find that they have their source 
in the Torah. We might not be able to extrapolate every idea on our own 
initiative but once we are aware of the ideal or ethic, it can be linked to 
the Torah itself. 

My father, Harav Aharon Soloveichik OB”M, would advise his students 
researching pollution and conservation issues to study the second chapter 
of Bava Batra. This chapter contains the laws of harchakat nezikin, an 
obligation to distance oneself from causing damage to anyone else. Even 
though in many of the situations, one would not be financially liable 
according to the Halacha, there is still an obligation to insure that you 
don’t inadvertently cause damage or hardship to someone else. These 
halachot could be based on various pesukim. According to the Yad Ramah 
they are based either on the posuk of:
“You should not place a stumbling block before a blind person”,
or the posuk of Vahavta lreacha camocha, “Love your neighbor as 
yourself” (Vayikra 19 :18), which implies an obligation not to indirectly 
hurt your friend. 

Both pesukim imply an obligation to worry about your neighbor and not 
to cause him damage. Similarly, one is obligated to concern himself with 
issues related to energy conservation and air and water pollution in order 
to be certain that he does not indirectly damage or cause discomfort to 
others.

In a similar vein, the Rosh in his Sefer Teshuvot Harosh Clal 108 states 
that the obligation of harchakat nezikin is based on the fact that Torah’s 
Ways Are Pleasant, “For its ways are ways of pleasantness” (Mishlei 3:17), 
this implies that we have to be  respectful of everyone’s needs and should  
make every effort not to damage others. Included in this concept would 
be the need for protecting the natural resources of the environment.

Based on the above, one might be convinced to immediately join forces 
with environmental groups that promote conservation and preservation of 
the natural resources. However, before joining we must ascertain that the 
issues they are promoting are also endorsed by the Torah. Even though the 
direction of these groups is praiseworthy we must ensure that they are in 
accordance with the ways of the Torah.

Rabbi Chayim Soloveichik
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Rabbenu Bechaya in his introduction to his commentary on the Torah 
states that all wisdoms contain within them some impurities or mistakes. 
The posuk in Shir Hashirim states that “Sweetness drips from your lips 
bride, but honey and milk lies under your tongue.” Rabbenu Bechaya 
explains that sweetness refers to all areas of wisdom, whereas the honey 
and milk refers to the Torah. The Torah is compared to honey and milk, 
for just as they are pure and unadulterated, so too is the Torah pure and 
without imperfections. All other areas of wisdom are compared to sweets, 
for just as a sweet confection has other ingredients added to it, so too the 
other areas of wisdom have some foreign, unnatural ideas in them. 

Similarly, as wonderful as environmental campaigns are, we should 
examine carefully the goals and ideology of these initiatives because many 
are not in sync with  Torah ideals. A clear example of this is the issue of 
population control which is cited by many environmentalists as one of the 
key ways of saving our planet. Another yet more subtle issue is the extreme 
bio-centric approach of the “Deep Ecology” movement that views man as 
merely  an aggressive species trying to take more of its share from the other 
equally important species which exist in the world.  

In conclusion, a person who is motivated to pursue efforts to protect the 
environment is faced with a dilemma. On the one hand he feels a need 
to join others who faithfully concern themselves with environmental 
issues. On the other hand he wants to act in accordance with the spirit 
of the Torah. In order to solve this dilemma, he must first study the 
environmental issues and the suggested responses.  At that point he should 
research what the Torah’s attitude is to these issues and then he can act 
accordingly.

The Mishna in Pirkei Avot (2:2) states: Yafeh Talmud Torah im derech 
eretz, “Talmud Torah is good with derech eretz”. There are many 
interpretations of the term derech eretz. In a different context my father, 
Harav Aharon Soloveichik OB”M,  suggested that derech eretz could 
also refer to the laws of nature.   The Mishna could therefore be saying 
that the best way to keep the laws of nature intact and to maintain the 
environment is through Talmud Torah: learn the issues, study the Torah, 
and then you will know how act accordingly. 



13

A Halachic Perspective

of Environmentalism

and Ecology

Dr. Saul Stokar

Introduction

In recent years a growing consensus has emerged supporting the idea that 
unregulated economic growth is liable to bring an ecological catastrophe 
upon us. The negative consequences of some actions are so obvious to 
the naked eye that they are not subject to question. Examples include 
dumping waste and sewage into our water supply, allowing radioactive 
waste to leach into the soil, spewing toxic gases into the air, etc. However, 
we have also learned that some materials and processes that appeared at 
first sight to be either environmentally friendly or at least benign are in 
fact no less damaging. Examples are many and wide ranging: the use of 
Freon as a refrigerant and in spray cans,2 the use of phosphorus-based 

2 The family of compounds composed of chlorine, fluorine and carbon, known as chlorofluorocarbons. These 
compounds, members of the haloalkane family, deplete the ozone layer of the atmosphere (increase the “hole in 
the ozone”). As a result, the amount of ultraviolet radiation reaching the surface of the earth increases, yielding an 
increase in the incidence of skin cancer as well as increasing the greenhouse effect (“global warming”). 
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detergents,3 the use of fertilizers and insecticides,4 and any process that 
creates greenhouse gases5 from the burning of fossil fuels to the raising 
of methane-belching cows and sheep6. These materials and processes have 
a connection, even if indirect, with such deleterious phenomena as global 
warming, acid rain, ozone depletion, algal bloom, coral bleaching, etc. 

The idea that human actions can adversely affect the environment was not 
invented by Al Gore; already at the beginning of the 18th century, people 
experienced the steep price of unregulated technological progress. The 
British historian Eric Hobsbawm writes of the changes in English cities 
caused by the industrial revolution:7 

‘And what cities! …smoke hung over them and filth impregnated 
them, the elementary public services – water supply, sanitation, street-
cleaning, open spaces, and so on – could not keep pace with the mass 
migration of men into the cities, thus producing, especially after 1830, 
epidemics of cholera, typhoid and an appalling constant toll of the two 
great groups of nineteenth century urban killers – air pollution and 
water pollution or respiratory and intestinal disease.’

The pollution described by Hobsbawm was the result of the burning of 
coal, the refining of metals and various chemical processes. However, 
environmental pollution is not linked solely to advanced technology. In 
his book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed8 Prof. 
Jared Diamond documents how the Maya people of Central America and 

3 Phosphate-based detergents cause increased growth of algae and other plants in lakes and seas into which waste 
water flows. When these plants die, the resulting organic material is a source of food for bacteria. The increased 
bacteria population depletes the oxygen in the water, killing off fish and crustaceans, turning the lakes into “dead 
seas”. 
4 Fertilizers can cause ecologic damage in a number of ways: [1] they are washed by rain into local watersheds, 
polluting the water [2] they cause, via evaporation, the fall of acid rain far from the area where they were used [3] 
they cause algal bloom (and subsequent fish death) in lakes and seas adjacent to fields where fertilizers were used.
5  Water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and ozone.
6  The special digestive systems of ruminants such as cattle, sheep, buffalo, and goats produce the greenhouse 
gas methane when they break down plant material. The EPA estimates that cattle emit about 20% of U.S. methane 
emissions.
7  Hobsbawm, E.J. The Pelican Economic History of Britain (volume 3) Industry and Empire, Harmondsworth: 
Penguin (1969).
8  Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed by Jared M. Diamond, Penguin Press, 2005, ISBN 
0143036556

A Halachic Perspective of Environmentalism and Ecology
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the people of Easter Island in the South Pacific destroyed their societies 
by overusing their natural resources.9 Some scholars disagree with these 
particular explanations;10 however, there is broad agreement supporting 
the claim that unregulated economic growth can trigger an ecological 
catastrophe.

The opinion of our Sages regarding ecology

There is no question that the Torah and Chazal11 have commanded us 
to preserve the quality of our environment.12 In Kohelet Rabba13 they 
homilized:14 

When the Lord created Adam He showed him all the trees of the 
Garden of Eden and said to him, “Pay attention to my creations – see 
how beautiful and praiseworthy they are. All that I have created I have 
created for you. Take heed that you do not damage or destroy my 
world, for if you damage it there is no one who will repair the damage 
after you.”15

We can see how much Chazal appreciated natural resources from the 
following exegesis on Parshat K’doshim:16 

R. Yoh’anan said in the name of R. Simon: “Follow God your Lord” 
(D’varim 13,5) – how can (one who is) flesh and blood follow God, 
He about whom is it written “Thy way was in the sea, and Thy path in 

9  Some scholars see the rapid disappearance of the civilization of Angkor Wat in Cambodia as resulting from an 
ecological crisis. See D Evans, C Pottier, R Fletcher, S Hensley, I Tapley, A Milne, and M Barbetti, A Comprehensive 
Archaeological Map of the World’s Largest Preindustrial Settlement Complex at Angkor, Cambodia, PNAS 2007 
104: 14277-14282.
10  see for example the article From Genocide to Ecocide: The Rape of the Rapa Nui by Benny Peiser, Energy & 
Environment, 16, No 3&4 2005
11  Our sages, of blessed memory
12  See the articles: “Jewish Environmental Ethics” by Prof. Daniel Sperber, The Edah Journal 2:1 Tevet 5762 
(2002); “Environmental Ethics and Spiritual Consciousness”, Richard Schwartz, The Edah Journal 2:1 Tevet 5762 
(2002).
13  A collection of midrashim (exegeses) on the book of Kohelet (Eccesiates), written in the early Geonic period.
14  Kohelet Rabba 7,13
15  This midrash may refer to metaphysical damage that results from sin (rather than physical damage); however the 
point is none the less similar.
16  Yayikra Rabba 25,3

Dr. Saul Stokar
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the great waters” (T’hilim 77,20) and you say “Follow God your Lord”? 
“unto Him shall ye cleave” (D’varim 13,5) – can one alight to the 
heavens and cleave to the Holy Spirit, He of whom it is written “For 
the Lord thy G-d is a devouring fire” (D’varim 3,24) and it is written 
“His throne was fiery flames, and the wheels thereof burning fire” (Dan. 
7,9) and you say “unto Him shall ye cleave”? The correct explanation 
is that God began creation by planting, as it is written “And the Lord 
God planted a garden eastward, in Eden” (B’reishit 2,8). So too you, 
when you come into the Land (of Israel) begin by planting, as it is 
written “And when ye shall come into the land (and shall have planted 
all manner of trees)” (Yayikra 19,23).

Noting the commandment to build the Mishkan out of non-fruit bearing 
trees,  Chazal learn about the basis for preserving resources important for 
other reasons:17

“And thou shalt make the boards for the tabernacle of acacia-wood” 
(Sh’mot. 26,15) – why specifically acacia wood? God taught us a lesson 
for subsequent generations, that if a man seeks to build his home of 
lumber from a fruit tree, say to him, if the King of Kings, the Lord 
blessed be He, who owns everything, when he commanded that His 
tabernacle be built He commanded that it be built from a non-fruit 
tree, you should certainly do the same!” 

Similarly, the general prohibition against wasting natural resources, known 
as “Bal Tashchit,” is based on the verses in the book of D’varim that 
prohibit the felling of fruit trees during a siege: 

When thou shalt besiege a city a long time, in making war against it 
to take it, thou shalt not destroy the trees thereof by wielding an axe 
against them; for thou mayest eat of them, but thou shalt not cut 
them down; for is the tree of the field man, that it should be besieged 
of thee? Only the trees of which thou knowest that they are not trees 
for food, them thou mayest destroy and cut down, that thou mayest 

17  Sh’mot Rabba 35,2 (Terumah)

A Halachic Perspective of Environmentalism and Ecology
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build bulwarks against the city that maketh war with thee, until it fall. 
(D’varim 20,19-20)

The Halacha regarding ecology

It is written in the Sifre18: “thou shalt not destroy the trees” – I might 
understand that as a prohibition only against using an iron (i.e. an axe) 
– where do we learn that it is prohibited to re-direct an irrigation ditch 
away from a tree? As it is written “thou shalt not destroy the trees” – in 
any manner. 

Some Rishonim conclude from this text that the Biblically-mandated 
prohibition of Bal Tashchit applies to any useful material.19 R. Yoseph 
Caro20 did not include the laws of Bal Tashchit in his Shulhan Arukh21 
but Rambam22 did codify them in the Laws of Kings:23 

[8] It is forbidden to cut down fruit trees outside the city and it is 
forbidden to dam their irrigation trenches in order that they wither, 
as it is written “thou shalt not destroy the tree”; anyone who so does 
is subject to lashes. This (prohibition) does not only refer to a siege; 
instead, anyone who cuts down a fruit tree in a wasteful manner is 
subject to lashes. However, the tree may be felled if it is damaging 
another tree, if it is damaging a field or if its financial value is great; the 
Torah only prohibited (felling in) a wasteful manner. [9] Any non-fruit 

18  The halachic midrash on Bamidbar and D’varim. The quote is from Sifre to D’varim 20,19
19  The sources cited by Talmudic Encyclopedia (entry “Bal Tashchit”, footnote 18) include: S’mag, Negative 
Commandment 229; S’mak, section 175, R. Y’rucham, Meisharim, end of N’tiv (path) 31, Y’raim, sec. 382. See also 
Tosphot Baba Metzia 32b “m’divrei” and Chinuch 529 and Minchat Chinuch, loc. cit. Rambam appears to disagree 
with these opinions, understanding the phrase ‘anything” in the Sifre as prohibiting the cutting down or a fruit tree 
with any implement (even a non-metallic one) rather than indicating that the waste of any useful object is Biblically 
prohibited. 
20  1488-1575, author of the Shuchan Arukh, Beit Yoseph and Keseph Mishne
21  A summary of the laws is quoted in the gloss of the Taz (see note 69) to Yoreh Deah 116 subsection 6. The 
laws of Bal Tashchit are cited in Shulchan Arukh HaRav, Laws of Protecting the Body and the Soul, sec 14. For a 
summary of modern halachic opinions on the subject see the article entitled “Cultivating Fruit Trees’ (in Hebrew) 
by R. Eliezer Melamed.
22  See note 42
23  Rambam, Yad Hahazakah, Laws of Kings, chapter 6, halachot 8-10

Dr. Saul Stokar
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tree may be felled, even if it isn’t needed. Similarly, any fruit tree that 
grows old and doesn’t produce enough (fruit) to justify the investment 
may likewise be felled.24 How much must an olive tree produce before 
it is forbidden to fell it? One quarter of a kav25 of olives. A palm tree 
that produces a kav of dates may not be felled. [10] This (prohibition) 
applies not only fruit trees; one who breaks utensils, tears clothing, 
destroys buildings, stops up a spring or spoils food in a wasteful 
manner has transgressed the prohibition “thou shalt not destroy” (Bal 
Tashchit);26 he is not subject to (Biblical) lashes but only to lashes of 
one who rebels (i.e. rabbinic lashes).

What lessons can we learn from the law of Bal Tashchit?

We can learn from the lessons above that preserving our environment is 
an important value in the eyes of Chazal and Halacha. Now that we know 
how damaging our lifestyles are to the environment, should we completely 
stop using automobiles, stop burning fossil fuels to generate electricity, 
recycle all the products we use, etc.? Implementing such a solution would 
require a radical change in our lifestyles, accompanied by unprecedented 
sacrifices. The question we shall address here is how much are we required 
to sacrifice in order to preserve the quality of the environment? What is the 
proper balance between protecting our natural resources and preserving a 
particular life style? Can we continue to use natural resources as if they 
were our private property or do we have to view them as God’s property 
deposited in our care for safekeeping? Are natural resources considered 
“money that has a claimant” or “money that has no claimant”?27 Another 
question is what is the extent of our responsibility towards future 
generations? Can we bequeath to our children and grandchildren a range 

24  See note 89
25  A measure of volume, generally take to be 1.4-2.4 liters. See the Hebrew wikipedia article ÌÈÈ¯Â˙ ˙ÂÏ˜˘ÓÂ ˙Â„ÈÓ 
26  Regarding utensils, see Shabbat 129a; regarding clothing see T.B. Kiddushin 32a; regarding clothing see T.B. 
Yevamot 44a; regarding food see T.B. Shabbat 142b
27  referred to in Halacha as "ÔÈÚ·Â˙ ÂÏ ÔÈ‡˘ ÔÂÓÓ“ see T.B. Beitza 38b, T.B. Chullin 130b and T.B. Ketubot 68a 
Tosaphot d.h. “Here”

A Halachic Perspective of Environmentalism and Ecology
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of environmental problems to grapple with, under the assumption that 
they will solve them with as-yet-undeveloped technology or must we 
contend with these problems today? What kind of assurance do we need 
that a future solution will be found before using up a natural resource 
completely? We will divide the discussion into three parts:

1. A moral/philosophical question: The Mishna states:28 “Each and 
every person must say: the world was created for my sake”. Does this 
imply that the world is a resource created for man’s use, and he can do 
with it whatever he wishes? 

2. A practical halachic question: What are the limits of the prohibition 
of Bal Tashchit? Does the prohibition of Bal Tashchit limit Man’s freedom 
to destroy the environment and to make use of living creatures? 

3. A theoretical halachic question: Does the halachic loophole “two 
who performed an act are not liable” apply to the prohibition of Bal 
Tashchit? Can a polluter legitimately claim that he is blameless because his 
personal contribution to the global problem is negligibly small? 

The moral/philosophical question

Was the world created for man’s sake?
Immediately following the story of the creation of Man, the Torah tells us 
that Adam was placed in the Garden of Eden “to work it and to preserve 
it” (B’reishit 2,15) . This seems to imply that it is Man’s responsibility 
to preserve the earth and its resources. However, such a conclusion may 
be premature. First of all, the Torah is speaking of mankind’s role in the 
Garden of Eden, a role which may have changed after the banishment 
from Eden. In addition, the terms “work” and “preserve” that appear in 
the verse may not refer to physical acts. For example, Targum Yonatan29 
translates the phrase “to study (lit. work) the Torah and guard its precepts”. 
A number of opinions in the Midrash concur with this explanation:30 

28  Sanhedrin, chapter 4, mishna 5
29  A translation of the Torah written some time after the 8th century CE.
30  B’reishit Rabba, 16,5
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“And He placed him” – he gave him the mitzvah of the Sabbath, as it 
is written “And He rested on the seventh day” (Sh’mot 20,10). “to work 
it” – (as it is written) “six days thou shalt labor”. “and to guard it” – (as 
it is written) “Guard the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (D’varim 5,11). 
Another interpretation: “to work it and to preserve it” – these are the 
sacrifices, as it is written “ye shall serve G-d” (Sh’mot. 3,12) and “shall 
ye observe to offer unto Me in its due season” (Bamidbar 28,2).

In his commentary, R. Ovadiah S’forno31 moves a step further from the 
literal meaning of the text, commenting: 

“to work it” – the work on the soul of life, as it is written “and He 
breathed in his nostrils the breath of life”. “and to guard it” – to ensure 
that it (i.e. his soul) does not become damaged by the elemental damp 
that dissolves its natural heat. 

Given these homiletical interpretations it is difficult to find an 
unambiguous answer to our question from the text of the Torah alone.

For what purpose was the world created? 

Another question relevant to our subject is: for what purpose was the 
world created? If the world was created for man’s sake, he can perhaps 
claim that he can legitimately use its resources for his own convenience 
– to use the oceans to absorb his sewage, the air to absorb his gases, etc. 
Was the world indeed created for man’s sake? 

Some sources unquestionably support a positive answer to this question. 
Avot R. Natan32 states: 

R. Nechemia says, from whence do we see that a single person is equal 
to all of creation? (It is written) “This is the book of the generations of 
Adam” (B’reishit 4,1) and earlier it says “These are the generations of 
the heaven and of the earth when they were created” (B’reishit 2,4). 

31  R. Ovadiah Sforno, 1470?-1550?, Italian Bible commentator, philosopher and physician
32  A collection of homilies that parallels and expands upon Pirkei Avot. The quote is from Avot D’Rabbi Natan, 
31,3
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A similar idea appears in the G’mara:33

What is the explanation of the verse “for this is the whole man” 
(Kohelet 12,13) – R. Elazar said: The Lord blessed be He said, the entire 
universe was only created for this (one). R. Aba bar Cahana said: this 
one is equal to all the rest of the universe. R. Shimon ben Azai (and 
others say R. Shimon ben Zoma) said: the entire universe was only 
created in order to command this one.

As with the earlier question, we can find an answer in the Torah. At the 
end of Parshat B’reishit the Torah tells us that God decided to destroy the 
entire world “both man, and beast, and creeping thing, and fowl of the 
air” (B’reishit 6,7) because of Man’s sins:34 “And the LORD saw that the 
wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination 
of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (ibid,5). Without 
Man, there is no longer any reason for the rest of life on earth to continue. 
Doesn’t this prove that the entire world was created for Man’s benefit? 
On the other hand, a few verses later the Torah tells us: “All flesh had 
corrupted their way upon the earth” (ibid, 12) i.e. not only Man sinned, 
all of creation sinned, and the entire universe deserved utter extinction.

These two contrasting approaches are found in homilies in B’reishit 
Rabba:35 

R. Yudan and R. Pinchas (expostulated). R. Yudan said: this is like a 
king who entrusted his son to a tutor who allowed him to follow an 
evil path. The king became angry and had his son executed. “Isn’t it 
this man’s fault that my son has become evil”, says the king “How can 
he continue to live when my son is lost?” Thus (it is written) “both 
man, and beast, and creeping thing, and fowl of the air”. R. Pinchas 
said, this is like a king who married off his son. After preparing and 
decorating the banquet hall the king became enraged at his son and 
had him executed. What did he do next? He ran into the banquet 

33  T.B. Brachot 6b, T.B. Shabbat 30
34  B’reishit 6,5
35  B’reishit Rabba 28,6
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hall, smashed the utensils, pulled off the tablecloths and ruined the 
decorations. “Didn’t I prepare all this for my son!” he cried, “now that 
my son is gone, should all this remain?” Thus, (it is written) “both man, 
and beast, and creeping thing, and fowl of the air” and so it is written 
in Tz’fania “I will utterly consume all things from off the face of the 
earth, says HaShem. I will consume man and beast, I will consume the 
fowls of the heaven, and the fish of the sea, and the stumbling blocks 
with the wicked” (Tz’fania, 1,2-3). 

A similar idea appears in another midrash:36 

R. Azaria said in the name of R. Yehuda ben Simon: All creatures 
corrupted their ways at the time of the Flood, the dog mated with the 
wolf, the rooster mated with the peacock, as it is written “all flesh had 
corrupted” - it does not say “Man had corrupted”, rather “all flesh had 
corrupted”.

In light of these homiletic interpretations, it is again difficult to reach an 
unambiguous conclusion based on the text of the Torah alone. 

What conclusion can we reach from the Oral Law? A well known Mishna 
appears to indicate the entire world was created for Man’s sake:37 

How did they (the Court) intimidate witnesses? ... For this reason Man 
was created as an individual, to teach us that whoever destroys a (single) 
life in Israel is treated by Scripture as one who has destroyed an entire 
world and whoever saves a (single) life in Israel is treated by Scripture as 
one as one who has saved the entire world …. Therefore, every person 
must say: The world was created on my behalf. 

However, the Talmud quotes opposing opinions:38 

The Rabbis taught: Man was created on the Eve of Shabbat. Why? If he 
becomes too proud, we can say to him, “A flea was created before you!” 

36  B’reishit Rabba 28,8
37  Sanhedrin, chapter 4, Mishna 5
38  T.B. Sanhedrin 38a
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Another opinion: so that he could immediately perform a mitzvah. 
Another opinion: so that he could immediately partake of a feast. 
This is like a mortal king who builds a palace, finishes all the details, 
prepares a feast and only then invites his guests. 

During the course of history the greatest Jewish thinkers and philosophers 
have wrestled with this problem. R. Saadia Gaon39 writes:40 

The Lord has informed us through His prophets that man has been 
shown preference by Him above all His creatures in His statement 
“And have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the 
air” (B’reishit. 1,28) ... In view of the above-mentioned considerations 
it is only right that man should be subject to commandments and 
prohibitions and reward and punishment, seeing that he is the axle of 
the world and its foundation, as Scripture says: “For the pillars of the 
earth are the Lord’s and He hath set the world upon them” (1 Shmuel 
2:8) and again: “But the righteous is the foundation of the world” 
(Mishlei 10:25). 

On the other hand, in The Guide of the Perplexed Rambam41 wrote42: 

It is likewise thought that the finality of all that exists is solely the 
existence of the human species so that it should worship G-d, and that 
all that has been made, has been made for it alone so that even the 
heavenly spheres only revolve in order to be useful to it and to bring 
into existence that which is necessary for it. Some passages in the books 
of the prophets, if taken according to their external sense, give strong 
support to this thought. Thus: “He formed it (viz., the earth) to be 
inhabited” (Yeshayahu. 45.18); “If my covenant had not been with day 
and night, I would not have appointed the statutes of heaven and 
earth”. (Yirmiyahu. 33.25); “And spreadeth them out as a tent to dwell 
in” (Yeshayahu 40. 22). Now if the spheres exist for the sake of man, all 

39  Sa’adiah ben Yosef , 882-942, Egypt/Palestine/Babylonia
40 Saadia Gaon, The Book of Beliefs and (Fourth Article), trans. Samuel Rosenblatt, Yale University Press (1948)
41  R. Moshe ben Maimon (Maimonides), 1135-1204, Spain/Egypt
42  The Guide of the Perplexed, vol 3, chapter 13, trans. Shlomo Pines, University of Chicago Press, 1963.
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the more so is this the case for all the species of animals and of plants. 
However, if this opinion is carefully examined, as opinions should be 
carefully examined by intelligent men, the flaw in it becomes clear.... 
For this reason, to my mind, the correct view according to the beliefs 
of the Law - a view that corresponds likewise to the speculative views 
- is as follows: It should not be believed that all beings exist for the 
sake of the existence of man. On the contrary, all the other things 
too have been intended for their own sakes and not for the sake of 
something else. Thus even according to our view holding that the 
world has been produced in time, the quest for the final end of all the 
species of beings collapses. For we say that in virtue of His will He has 
brought into existence all the parts of the world, some of which have 
been intended for their own sakes, whereas others have been intended 
for the sake of some other thing that is intended for its own sake... 
If you consider that book which guides all those who seek guidance 
toward what is correct and therefore is called Torah, the notion that we 
have in view will become manifest to you from the commencement of 
the Account of the Beginning till the end. For with reference to none 
of them is the statement made in any way that it exists for the sake of 
some other thing. He only says that He brought every part of the world 
into existence and that its existence conformed to its purpose. This is 
the meaning of the saying: “And God saw that it was good” (B’reishit. 
i. 4, etc.). 

Rambam’s opinion is that “It should not be believed that all beings exist 
for the sake of the existence of man. On the contrary, all the other 
things too have been intended for their own sakes and not for the sake of 
something else”; in this he disagrees with a long line of philosophers and 
midrashim that view the world as a resource subservient to Man’s needs. 
This ancient dispute has direct application to the ecological questions we 
raised at the beginning of this article. If the world was created to serve our 
needs, it is morally permissible to use any natural resource as we see fit; 
the only question that remains is a practical one, viz. is it worthwhile for 
us to exhaust a particular natural resource or is it better to preserve some 
of it? However, if every object has a fundamental right to exist on its own, 
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our right to utilize natural resources does not grant us absolute freedom 
to use those resources as we please; we are restricted by the natural rights 
of all the objects in the world. In this view, we need to consider not only 
practical considerations but also considerations of rights, responsibility 
and other moral/ethical considerations.43 

 

Is everything in the world available for man’s use?

We have seen that it is difficult to reach an unambiguous conclusion to 
the question “Was the world created for Man?” based on the philosophical 
and/or midrashic literature. Let us turn therefore to the halachic literature 
and see if we can find an answer to a more practical question, viz. the 
question whether Man may use any resource in the world for his own use. 
Since it is permitted to kill animals for food, clothing and perhaps even 
for sport44, should it not be permissible to use natural resources for our 
convenience as well? Why should we require that waste be treated if it is 
more convenient to dump it into the sea? Why should we require that 
people recycle paper if it is easier to simply cut down more trees? Why 
should we require that people use solar energy if it is cheaper and easier 
to import fossil fuels? In summary, is everything in the world available for 
Man’s use?

43  See the (Hebrew) article by Dr. Y. Shemesh entitled: Thou Shalt Not Cut Down its Trees: Judaism and 
Ecology, Center for Studies in Basic Judaism, Bar Ilan University (Parshat Ki Tetze, 5761). Writes: We can 
speak of two opposing attitudes among environmental activists regarding Man’s position in the world: the 
anthropocentric attitude, which places Man at the center, and the biocentric attitude, which places Nature at the 
center. The anthropocentric attitude sees Man as a sort of manager of the world’s resources, who must manage 
them with understanding, thrift, love, responsibility and, most importantly, for his own sake. Hence they use 
the term “stewardship”. On the other hand, the biocentric attitude, also known as “deep ecology” denies the 
centrality of Man, seeing him as just another species, whose importance does not exceed that of any other. 
Deep ecology emphasizes the fact that the right of a river, a tree, a panda, etc. to exist does not arise from the 
utility they provide Man, but from their very existence. In an article (Hebrew) “Environmental Questions, Jewish 
Answers”, Jeremy Benstein writes: The central point is that the environmental crisis – on all its levels, as described 
earlier – is not a technical problem and will not be solved by technical means (alone). The crisis is one of values 
and it will find its solution only when we reexamine the basic attitudes and values that underpin our lives. This 
last claim, viz. the centrality of materialism in modern life i.e. the search for personal fulfillment in property and 
material objects, is critical. 
44 See however Resp. Noda beYehuda (R. Yechezkal Landau, 1713-1743, Poland), 2nd edition, Y. D. sec. 10 who 
opposes sport hunting.
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We can test the attitude of the Halacha to these questions by examining 
its attitude towards cruelty to animals. R. Israel Isserlein45 allows the use 
of animals for any purpose that benefits Man, without considering pain 
caused to the animal. Thus he wrote in his responsa T’rumat Hadeshen:46

(Regarding the question of the permissibility of) plucking feathers from 
live geese, is this similar to sheering sheep (and therefore permitted) or 
is it a case of (causing) pain to animals (and thus forbidden)? Making 
an incision in the tongue of a rooster to improve his call or trimming 
the tail or ears of a dog to improve its appearance – it seems to me that 
the prohibition against causing pain to animals is rescinded as long as 
the human acts for his own needs and use. For all creatures were only 
created to serve Man, as can be seen from the last chapter of Masechet 
Kiddushin (82a). Note that in the second chapter of Baba Metzia (36a) 
unloading (the burden from load-bearing animal) is considered a case 
of (prevention of) pain to animals. Therefore, how is it permissible to 
use an animal to transport a heavy load from place to place, why are we 
not concerned that this causes pain to the animal? And if you respond, 
indeed (i.e. this is not allowed for that very reason), what about the 
Rabbis there who argue with R. Yosi the Galilean, holding that that 
the verse in the Torah commanding us to help unload an animal refers 
even to an animal that was overloaded by its master above its capacity? 
Are they referring to wicked people? In addition it is written in the 
chapter “Ten Insects” (Shabbat 110a): R. Yosi says: one who wishes to 
castrate a rooster should remove its crest - this should be forbidden 
because of (the prohibition against causing) pain to animals? ... From 
these proofs it appears that there is no prohibition of causing pain to 
animals in these cases. However, people avoid such behaviors none the 
less, perhaps because they do not wish to be cruel to animals, fearing 
that they will be punished for it, as we find in the chapter “Workers” 
(Bava Metzia 85a) regarding Rabbi the Holy47, when a three year old 

45  Yisrael ben Petachia Isserlein, 1380-1460, Germany/Austria 
46  T’rumat Hadeshen, P’sakim U’Ktavim, section 105
47  i.e. Rabbi Yehuda the Prince (Nasi), the redactor of the Mishna
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calf (on the way to the slaughterhouse) escaped and buried its head in 
his garment to which he responded “Go, this is what you were created 
for”, and even though it was completely permissible to slaughter the 
calf for food, none the less he (Rebbi) was punished for what he did and 
suffered afflictions for it. After writing this I was told that the statement 
is found in the first chapter of the halachic pronouncements of Ri “in 
addition, there is no prohibition of causing pain to animals unless there 
is no profit (to Man)”, which agrees with what I stated above. 

Many later authorities understood this responsum as permitting any use 
of an animal, without having to take into consideration the prohibition 
of causing pain to animals, as long as there is some human profit. For 
example, regarding the forced feeding of geese Itai Elitzur wrote:48 The 
conclusion of all this is that there is no prohibition or even the doubt 
of a prohibition to force feed geese, and anyone who compromises the 
living of a Jew will be held liable (in heaven).49 

However, it appears that not everyone would agree with this wide-ranging 
conclusion. In 15th century Germany R. Yaakov b. Judah Weil50 cites the 
custom:51 

When a person first dons a new pliza (coat) or new shoes he should 
not be greeted with the phrase “enjoy yourself” since an animal had to 
be killed for this (for the leather) and it is written “His mercy is on all 
his creatures”. 

48  T’chumin (“Crossroads”) volume 24 pp. 110-112 “Animal Suffering in Force Feeding of Geese”. Note the 
response there by Dr. Itamar Warhaftig, who cites a number of later authorities who do not condone causing pain to 
animals for human profit, including Maharit, resp. Yad HaLevi, resp. Binyan Zion, Imrei Shefer and Toldot Yaakov. 
See also the article (Heb) “Causing Pain to Animals: The Actual vs the Ideal and How to Reduce the Distance 
Between Them” (Parshat Mishpatim) by Dr. Yael Shemesh, and the article “Kashrut Certificate - Checking the 
Product and its Environment” by Rav Benny Lau.
49 Interestingly the author of the article writes in a footnote: “in any case one should rebuke the owners of the 
geese as well, that they should employ Jews and not gentiles”. In other words, the revenues that are being affected 
are not the wages of Jewish workers but instead the profits of the investors and the wages of foreign workers. For 
more references on this subject see the article (Hebrew) “Force Feeding Geese - the Stance of Jewish Law” by Dr. 
Michael Wigoda, Sivan 5762, May 31, 2002.
50  Jacob ben Yehuda Weil (Mahariv) was a German Rav and Talmudist who flourished during the first half of the 
fifteenth century.
51  Novellae and Laws of Mahari Weil, sec. 37. In section 233, subsection 6 of S.A. Orech Chaim, Rema (Isserles) 
glosses that this is a “weak” motivation for the custom. None the less he stresses that many are strict about this 
custom.
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This custom appears to contradict the ruling of the T’rumat HaDeshen. 
However, the two halachot may not be comparable. First of all, even R. 
Isserlein agrees that it is the custom to avoid cruel treatment of animals, 
lest the perpetrator be punished (even though it is permitted by the letter 
of the law, in his opinion). Second of all, R. Weil was referring to the 
prevalent custom and not the law. 

Although there may be room for doubt whether R. Weil disagrees with 
T’rumat HaDeshen, there appears little doubt that R. Moshe Feinstein52 
disagreed with him. In a responsum regarding milk-fed veal R. Moshe 
wrote:53 

Regarding the new method of fattening calves in special, narrow stalls, 
where they don’t even have enough room to take a few steps, and they 
are not fed any normal animal feed nor are they allowed to suckle at all, 
but instead are fed with fatty liquids from which they derive no pleasure 
at all... and they are also frequency ill because of this and require all 
kinds of medication... those who perform this (the fattening) are surely 
guilty of the prohibition of causing pain to animals. For even though 
it (pain) is permitted when there is a purpose, for example to slaughter 
them for food or to use them for plowing or transport, etc. but not 
for senseless pain, which is forbidden even if someone makes pecuniary 
gain from it... in any case, we see that man may not perform every act 
that causes pain to an animal, even if he stands to profit from it; only 
acts which lead to actual gain for humans, like slaughtering them for 
food or working with them, etc... in any case, it is forbidden to cause 
pain to an animal, to feed it food which it doesn’t enjoy, which cause it 
pain, or which cause it to be ill. But for the purpose that he be enabled 
to cheat people (into buying the veal) it is forbidden to do so by the 
Biblical prohibition against causing pain to animals, which was not 
suspended for Man’s benefit to cause pain to the animal. 

52  1895-1986, Russia/USA
53  Responsa Igrot Moshe, Even HaEzer vol iv sec 92, “Regarding the question of calves that are fattened 
especially so their meat appears white”
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It appears from the phrase “man may not perform every act that causes 
pain to an animal, even if he stands to profit from it” that R. Moshe 
disagrees with T’rumat HaDeshen’s determination that “the prohibition 
against causing pain to animals is rescinded as long as the human 
acts for his own needs and use.”

A practical halachic question:
What are the boundaries of Bal Tashchit?

The primary text dealing with the prohibition against Bal Tashchit is 
found in Masechet Bava Kamma:54

Rav said: It is prohibited to cut down a date palm that bears a kav55 
(of dates). It was asked, (it is written) “what is the minimum yield of 
olives that invokes a prohibition against cutting down the olive tree? A 
quarter of a kav”? Olives differ (from dates) as they are more valuable. 
R. Hanina said: the only reason my son Shivchat died (prematurely) was 
because he prematurely cut down a date palm tree. Ravina said: If it was 
very valuable (Rashi: its value (as wood) exceeds the value of its fruits), it 
is permissible. Similarly a B’raita taught: “Only the trees of which thou 
knowest” (D’varim 20,20) (Rashi: this phase is superfluous, as the Torah 
could have used the expression “Only the trees which are fruit trees”) 
- this refers to a fruit tree (Rashi: and this is the meaning of the phrase 
- Only the trees of which thou knowest - if, at a siege, you can’t find 
another tree, you may use it, even though it is a fruit tree); “they are not 
trees for food” - this refers to barren trees. Since the Torah eventually 
allows (felling) all types of trees, why does it say “they are not trees for 
food”? To give precedence to barren trees over fruit trees. Does this also 
include the case where the (barren) tree has a high value? (Rashi: If the 

54  T.B. Bava Kamma 91b-92a. The subject is also dealt with in T.B. Bava Batra, 26a wherein it is written: “Rava the 
son of Rav Chanan had some date palms on the border of Rav Yoseph’s orchard. Birds would nest in the date-
palms and from there they raided the orchard, causing damage. ....He (Rava) said, I will not cut it down since 
Rav has said that a date-palm that bears a kav of fruit may not be cut down and Rav Chanina said, the only 
reason my son Shichvat died was because he prematurely cut down a date palm. Sir, if you wish to cut it down 
(yourself) you may!” 
55  See note 26
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beams (of the barren tree) are worth more than the fruit (of the fruit 
tree), do we still say that barren tree has precedence over the fruit tree?) 
The Torah teaches: “Only”. Shmuel’s sharecropper brought him dates. 
He ate them and found that they tasted of wine. He asked him, how 
can this be? He answered, they (the date palms) are among the vines. 
He (Shmuel) said, they so weaken the vines - tomorrow bring me their 
roots! (Rashi: their source or roots i.e. uproot them because they cause 
damage. Another interpretation is, bring me the “kor”, a tender plant 
that grows among the roots and we will eat the “kor”). R. Hisda saw 
a date palm growing among his vines. He said to his sharecropper: 
uproot it, vines can be used to purchase date-palms, date-palms cannot 
be used to purchase vines. 

After quoting the G’mara’s discussion, Rabbenu Asher56 adds another 
loophole to the prohibition against waste:57 “it also appears to be 
permissible (to cut down a fruit tree) if he needs the space”. From the 
G’mara, Rambam and Rosh we see that:

A. When the Torah prohibits waste, it refers not only to actual vandalism 
but to any kind of waste 

B. The prohibition of Bal Tashchit does not only apply to cutting down 
fruit trees; it includes waste of any useful resource - the examples that 
Rambam cites are utensils, clothing, structures, springs and food. 

C. The prohibition of Bal Tashchit applies even when the destructive 
act is indirect (g’rama). Recall that Rambam cited a prohibition against 
redirecting water from a tree. 

On the basis of these halachot R. Shabtai Rappoport concludes:58

Certainly, if it is forbidden to stop up a spring, it is forbidden to pollute 
all the ground water in Israel; this is simply a fortiori (kal vachomer). If 
it is forbidden to tear clothing, it is certainly forbidden to pollute the 

56  1250-1327, Germany/France/Spain, known as “Rosh”
57  Rabbenu Asher, Bava Kamma, chapter 8, section 14.
58  The quote is translated from an audio shiur (lecture) in Hebrew by Rav Shabtai Rappoport entitled “Preserving 
Ecology from the Perspective of Health” (the title is somewhat misleading). 
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air we breathe. Pollution of the water, air and herbiage is a violation of 
the prohibition of Bal Tashchit. 

In order to provide a basis for this statement we shall examine a number 
of responsa that deal with the subject of Bal Tashchit – Sh’elat Ya’avetz, 
Chavot Yair and Chatam Sofer. These responsa will help us define more 
precisely the term “in a wasteful manner” used by Rambam and they 
will help answer the questions asked earlier, viz. the questions regarding 
whether dumping of sewage in the sea and emissions of toxic fumes into 
the atmosphere are forbidden because of Bal Tashchit or are “legitimate 
uses” of resources rather than “a wasteful manner”?

Sh’elat Ya’avetz

R. Yaakov Emden59 (known asYa’avetz), addresses the prohibition of Bal 
Tashchit in response to a question asked by a congregation if they are 
allowed to cut down a vine in order to expand their synagogue::60 

Our synagogue is too small for our congregation and it can only be 
extended on the eastern side (of the building) but on that side there is a 
vine which must be cut down in order to extend the synagogue. Master, 
please instruct us, may we cut down a fruit tree in order to expand the 
synagogue? Let his grace also know that we have rented this structure 
from the gentile for 9 years, and he has given his permission to cut 
down his tree. Please instruct us how to act in this matter. 

Initially Ya’avetz says that there is no question - it is obvious that it is 
permissible to cut down the vine, based on the rules stated in the G’mara 
and Rosh: 

Answer: This doesn’t even require deeper investigation - it is simpler 
than the matter of eggs in yoghurt61 that it is permitted; cutting down 

59  R. Yaakov ben Tzvi Emden,1698-1766, Germany
60  Resp. Chavot Yair, vol 1 sec. 76
61  A common Talmudic expression, indicating that a matter is obvious, as obvious as the fact that eggs in yoghurt 
are “dairy”.
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a tree is only prohibited if it is done in a wasteful manner. They (the 
sages) have already said, if it is very valuable it is permissible as well as 
when it causes damage to other, more valuable, trees, as is found in Bava 
Kamma (91) from which we see that the prohibition is suspended (in 
these cases) even for a lay person (i.e. not for a holy purpose), as long 
as it is not done in a wasteful manner. So too the Rosh writes explicitly 
that the same suspension applies if he needs the space. All the more so 
in a case where the need is for a holy purpose, to perform a mitzva. 

Because he is so certain that the matter is permitted, Ya’avetz expresses 
surprise that some commentators have difficulty justifying King Solomon’s 
use of olive wood for the doors of the Tabernacle: 

For this reason I have long objected to the commentators on M’lachim 
(1 M’lachim, 6) who comment on the fact that Shlomo made the 
two cherubim and the doors out of olive wood. Radak62 and Ralbag63 
work hard to explain the inference from Targum Yonatan64 that they 
were made of olive wood. However, our Sages held that the wood was 
a variation of cedar, which is not a fruit tree ... (Radak and Ralbag) say 
that he must have used old (olive) trees which no longer bore fruit or 
else Hiram the King of Tyre gave them to Shlomo. However, all this is 
unnecessary, as I have explained above. They (the commentators) must 
have been unaware of the opinion of our Sages on this matter. Radak 
was misled by what our Sages wrote in Masechet Tamid65 that they 
chose date-palm wood for the altar from trees that no longer bore fruit. 

62  R. David ben Yoseph Kimchi, 1160-1235 (France) medieval scholar, Bible commentator, philosopher and 
grammarian.
63  R. Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides), 1288-1344 (France), scholar, Bible commentator, philosopher, mathematician, 
astronomer.
64  A translation of the Neviim (Prophets) ascribed to Yonatan ben Uziel, a student of Hillel. 
65  In Masechet Tamid (II,3) it is written: “They began bringing up loads of wood to arrange on the altar. Are 
all types of wood allowed to be used on the altar? Yes, all are allowed, except for olive wood and vines, etc. 
Why not these? Rav Papa said: because they have knots. Rav Acha bar Yaakov said: because of (considerations 
of the) habitation of the Land of Israel. They asked ..... but according to the one who holds (that the reason 
is) the habitation of the Land of Israel, doesn’t (cutting down) date palms adversely effect the habitation of 
the Land of Israel? He answered, according to your logic, doesn’t (cutting down of) of fig trees adversely effect 
the habitation of the Land of Israel? What must you respond - that we are referring to fig trees that no longer 
produce fruit, so too the date-palm are those that do not produce fruit.”
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He (Radak) thought this was because otherwise the prohibition against 
waste applies in this matter, despite the fact that they needed the wood 
for a mitzvah, and therefore they said what they did. However, this 
is incorrect. The concern was for the good of the habitation of the 
Land of Israel, which has nothing to do with the prohibition against 
waste. Indeed, we can reach the opposite conclusion i.e. that there is 
no prohibition of Bal Tashchit in cutting down fruit trees in this case; 
otherwise, why mention the habitation of the Land of Israel, since it 
is forbidden in any case by a negative prohibition, which applies at all 
times and in all places, and, as Rambam states, one who violates this 
and cuts down even a single tree in a wasteful manner is subject to 
lashes? Therefore it is undoubtedly true that even though the act (of 
cutting down date-palms) was halachically permitted because it was for 
the purpose of a mitzvah, they (the Sages) were still concerned with 
the habitation of the Land of Israel, since if we allow the use of all 
trees for the altar, including fruit trees and useful trees, the Land of 
Israel will soon become barren, because they needed a large quantity of 
wood to keep a constant fire on the altar. And (to provide such wood) 
they won’t go out into the forests to cut wood but instead they will 
chop down any tree that is available and convenient, without a second 
thought and the result would be great barrenness and damage to the 
habitation of Israel. However, cutting down a tree for a one-time, 
divine purpose such as during the erection of the Tabernacle raises no 
such concern, since no permanent damage to the habitation of Israel 
occurs from cutting down trees for the cherubim and the doors of the 
Tabernacle alone.

In this section, R. Yaakov Emden has established an important principle 
- even if a course of action appears to be halachically permissible, if the use 
of this waiver by the general public would lead to irreparable environmental 
damage, the waiver is revoked and the action is forbidden. Ya’avetz derived 
this principle from the G’mara in Masechet Tamid that teaches that only 
mature, non-fruit bearing date palms were used as wood for the altar. The 
G’mara states there that although in principle young trees could also be 
used, if this were to become the norm, all the fruit trees in the Land of 
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Israel would be rapidly destroyed, and therefore the act is forbidden. This 
argument appears to be purely ecological and does not rely on the sanctity 
of the Land of Israel; therefore this responsum can be seen as a precedent 
for modifying Halacha based on environmental considerations.66 

Referring back to the question regarding the synagogue, R. Yaakov Emden 
continues: 

The previous is all a quasi-precedent for the case in question. However, 
it may still be objected that in that case (the Tabernacle) everything 
was done according to Divine command as all matter relating to the 
building of the Tabernacle were performed with Divine inspiration, “As 
HaShem hath made me wise by His hand upon me” (I Divre Hayamim 
28,19). Although this is true, and this alone could answer the previously 
mentioned commentators’ questions, even if the act (of felling a tree) 
is generally forbidden, in this case of a synagogue, which is a min-
Tabernacle in our Exile, and a divine purpose, we at least have a partial 
proof that the act (of cutting down the tree) is permitted. However, it is 
clear that we do not require all this, and the cutting down is permissible 
for any purpose, even for a non-religious (lit: non-obligatory) one, and 
certainly it is permitted without reservation “to shore up the boundary 
of the widow”.67 This is true even though the respondents do not 
have perpetual, absolute claim to the property. Indeed, the Taz68 went 
even further, allowing trees to be cut down in order to build ordinary 
housing, as cited in Y.D. 116. 

It appears as if Ya’avetz has given a broad waiver to allow cutting down the 
tree in order to expand the synagogue. However, at this point R. Yaakov 
Emden curtails the extent of the waiver:

However, he (Taz) has not clearly explained his words. Does it refer only 
to the case where the house was worth more than the trees? Usually this 

66  This is the conclusion of R. Shabtai in his shiur. See note 59
67  This phrase is the text the G’mara (B’rachot 58b) establishes as the blessing recited when seeing a rebuilt city in 
Israel (Rashi/Rambam) or when seeing an impressive synagogue (Rif/Mishna B’rura) 
68  R. David ben Samuel HaLevi Segal, 1586-1667, a prominent Polish posek and author of the commentary Turei 
Zahav on Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim
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is the case, as they say:69 “Houses vs. date-palms, choose houses”. None 
the less, he (Taz) should have been more explicit, since occasionally 
that is not the case (i.e. the trees are worth more than the houses), as 
can be seen from the fact that the G’mara refers specifically to houses 
vs. date-palms, and we can also see this from the comparison of houses 
vs. land. Additionally, from Choshen Mishpat it appears that trees are 
more valuable than houses, and it remains puzzling why regarding the 
law of the “neighboring field” trees are considered more valuable70 and 
why regarding a wife’s property71 houses are more valuable. In a case 
where he has no large profit from the matter, or it is equally balanced 
(fiscally), my conscience does not allow me to permit this for a lay 
purpose. The text of Rosh also implies this, since the phrase “he needs 
the place” implies that without this the matter is forbidden, unless he 
is extremely strapped for space, living in very small, cramped quarters. 
However, to build in a situation where he is not cramped, there must 
be some financial profit to permit (the cutting down of the tree). And 
even this does not seem to me to be the way of the righteous man, and 
he may still be subject to danger. 

R. Yaakov Emden has backtracked from his initial, broadly permissive 
approach, allowing the tree to be cut down only if the house has a higher 
financial value than the tree itself. R. Shabtai Rappoport suggests that the 
philosophy behind this approach involves a distinction between purposeful 
and arbitrary use of the world’s resources.72 Although the world is available 
for Man’s use, this does not include arbitrary usage; some usages still fall 
into the category of “spoiling” while others do not. The difference lies in 
whether the usage is “correct” or not. In our society, money is the yardstick 
by which all things are judged, including both material goods and usages 
and therefore the “correct” use of an object is the one that has the highest 
economic value. If a tree’s timber is worth more in the marketplace than 

69  See T.B. Ketubot 79a 
70  This is perhaps a reference to T.B. Bava Metzia 108a
71  see note 70
72 The shiur is entitled “Preserving Ecology from the Perspective of Health”, as previously referenced – see note 59
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its fruits, the correct use of the tree is for wood (i.e. to cut it down); on the 
other hand, if the fruits are more valuable than the timber, the correct use 
of the tree is for its fruits. It follows from this that it is permissible to use 
the space the tree occupies (i.e. to chop it down to extend a synagogue) if 
and only if the price of the real estate exceeds the value of the fruits and 
the timber. In addition to this objective criterion, Ya’avetz is also willing 
to apply a subjective criterion, but only in the case of extreme duress. In 
such cases, although the price of the land is not objectively greater than 
the value of the tree, to the neighbor living in a tiny house the property 
is subjectively worth more than the tree. We are not referring here to 
a mere whim - any rational person in a similar situation would make the 
same decision to expand his house even though he was losing money. 
However, this criterion may only be taken into account in the event of 
extreme duress and not simply when a person wishes to widen his house 
for additional comfort. 

Ya’avetz continues his responsum as follows: 

On the other hand we can bring a proof from R. Chanina’s statement 
that the only reason his son Shichvat died was because he felled a date-
palm prematurely. What case was this? Certainly Shichvat was a scholar, 
and heaven forbid that he transgressed a Biblical prohibition. This can 
also be concluded from the statement (of the G’mara) “he only died 
because he felled…” which implies that he was otherwise righteous and 
his only sin was the minor sin for which he was punished, for the Lord 
is especially strict with the righteous. Therefore we must conclude that 
he didn’t actually transgress a prohibition, and I think that he must 
have made a profit by felling the tree, either because the timber was 
valuable or because the property was valuable, and therefore it was 
permissible for him to fell the tree. ... However, this (felling the tree) 
is not the practice of the pious, even though it is permitted according 
to the letter of the law, and he should have gone beyond the letter 
of the law and not cut it down, despite the fact that he profited by 
cutting it down. That is the explanation of the story - Shichvat was 
extremely righteous and he was punished for what he did tit for tat in 
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that he died an untimely death, even though this action would have 
been permissible for anyone else. ...Alternately, it may be forbidden 
even for ordinary people, because of the danger it incurs - even though 
it is permissible from a legal perspective in such a case when it is not 
done in a wasteful manner. And when Ravina says that if the tree is very 
valuable (as timber) it is permissible he is referring to the legal aspect, 
although the aspect of danger still remains. 

In Ya’avtez’s view Shichvat died because he fulfilled the letter of the law 
which is not the way of the pious (midat chassidut). R. Rappoport explained 
that in Ya’avetz’s view, every natural object has two purposes: [a] the 
purpose for which God created it [b] its purpose as viewed by society. 
The letter of the law requires that we use a fruit tree (and any other useful 
object in the world) in the “proper” way, as defined by society. However, 
the pious way requires that we use it in the way that God created it i.e. to 
use a fruit tree for fruit alone and for no other purpose. 

Ya’avetz ends his responsum with some additional considerations: 

Therefore for a lay person, I would not be lenient, even if he stood to 
gain by it (cutting it down), either because the consideration of causing 
danger to oneself is more serious (than the purely legal consideration), 
or because even if it is completely permissible, a person of stature 
should not cut it down himself ...Therefore, in this case too, although 
it is completely certain that the act is permitted, as I explained, just to 
be certain the tree should be cut down by a gentile... and therefore it is 
clear to me that the act could even be done for a Jew and by a Jew and 
there is no room for hesitation, and certainly since it is begin performed 
at the request of the gentile owner... I still need confirmation73 in the 
case where he can uproot the grapevine from its place and it remains 
alive and he can replant it somewhere else, in this case there is no doubt 
since obviously this is not called ‘”felling” and was never forbidden 

73  I am somewhat unclear about the phrase used here ÈÚ„ÂÓÏ È‡ ÍÈ¯ˆ „ÂÚ – I still need the Modai - a Mishnaic 
phrase which usually indicates that the writer seeks additional support for an idea he has expressed. In this case 
however, Ya’avetz says that the matter is “obvious”. In any case, Chatam Sofer (see note 82) understood Ya’avetz as 
allowing transplantation without any restriction. 
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under any circumstances, since (after moving it) it was as if planted in 
this place, as we learned regarding Orlah74 that if a tree was uprooted 
with enough soil around its roots that it can survive, it is free from 
Orlah,75 certainly in this case, this appears obvious to me. 

According to Rav Rappoport, the Ya’avetz’s conclusion is that cutting 
down the tree/vine for a specific use is halachically permitted, but 
may be prohibited if widespread use of this permission would cause 
ecological destruction. The prohibition against “waste” refers not only 
to vandalism but to any improper use of the resource. Using a tree is not 
considered “waste” if the use is for [a] the fruit [b] the wood [c] the space 
the tree occupies. 

Applying Ya’avetz’s logic to our own case we ask ourselves: can we claim 
that we are “correctly” using a spring if we use it to absorb sewage? Clearly 
not, just as it is not legitimate to claim that the “use” of the atmosphere 
is to soak up pollution and poisonous gases! However, while the act of 
dumping pollution may be forbidden we still need to answer the question, 
how much do we have to invest (time, money, and other resources) in 
order to prevent such waste of natural resources? 

Chavot Yair

An answer to this question can be found in the responsa of R. Yair 
Bachrach76 Chavot Yair77. He was asked for a halachic decision by a man 
whose house was shadowed by a tree and he responded as follows.78 

In reference to the peach tree which sprouted on its own in your yard, 
shading your windows, (you asked) whether it may be cut down? It is 
obvious that this is permitted, since any act which is for his own benefit 

74  i.e. the Biblical prohibition to use fruit of the first 3 years growth of a tree – see VaYikra 19,23.
75  i.e. the Orlah clock does not re-start
76  1638-1701, Germany
77  The responsa are named after his learned grandmother Chava – in the Ashkenazic pronunciation the book is 
called Chava’s Yair!
78  Responsa Chavot Yair, section 195

A Halachic Perspective of Environmentalism and Ecology



39

is permitted, as indicated in Bava Kamma, top of page 92, regarding the 
use of trees for building material where there are also non-fruit trees 
but the fruit trees are more valuable, from which we conclude that if 
he has only fruit trees, they may be cut down for building material or 
for wood; the Torah only forbade wanton destruction... or else if he can 
fulfill his needs using non-fruit trees, as it is written there that if a fruit 
tree is weakening the taste of (the fruits of) a more valuable tree it may 
be felled. The same applies here since it causes him (unwanted) shade, 
for what is the difference if it damages his taste or his view, even more 
so since the damage to his view (i.e. the shade) is permanent and more 
bothersome. And the Rosh there says that if he needs the space the tree 
occupies it is permitted to cut it down.

It is obvious to Chavot Yair that it is permitted to fell the tree since 
it causes him damage. However, at this point he introduces another 
consideration into the discussion - is it permissible to uproot the tree 
entirely or is he only permitted to prune the branches that currently shade 
his window? The former option is economically preferable, for if he merely 
prunes the tree, he has to repeat the procedure every few years and he has 
to take precautions not to kill the tree during the pruning. Chavot Yair 
continues:

If he can remove the damage by pruning the branches that shade his 
house without cutting down the whole tree, even though they will re-
grow and he will have to go to the trouble of repeating the procedure, 
we cannot permit what has been considered to be a dangerous act just 
to save him some trouble, even if it is not Biblically forbidden. It also 
seems to me that when the Rosh allowed cutting down the tree to use 
the space he refers to using the space to build upon or to provide 
some other needed improvement to his property, as opposed to simply 
widening his yard or giving him more space to stroll. He (Rosh) did not 
allow (cutting down a tree merely) to improve the light and space. 

The Chavot Yair lays down two principles: 

A. It is forbidden to destroy a resource if the same goal can be reached 
without its destruction, even if this requires additional expense or 
trouble. 
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B. It is forbidden to destroy a natural resource without a real, concrete 
justification, not simply for simple pleasure (gain).79 

In Rav Rappoport’s words: “If you want to save yourself trouble by 
transgressing Bal Tashchit, you have no justification for this”. An 
extension of this principle is that we are required to recycle so as not to 
transgress Bal Tashchit. According to Rav Rappoport, everyone has to 
recycle, whether it is economically significant for you or not - i.e. even if 
you are willing to forgo the deposit on a bottle, you must recycle it to 
avoid transgressing the prohibition of Bal Tashchit. 

Chatam Sofer

Chatam Sofer80 takes a revolutionary stance with respect to our rights over 
natural resources. The question he was asked was similar to that asked 
of Ya’avetz - is it permissible to fell a tree in order to build a house? He 
responded:81 

Regarding the person who wishes to uproot a vineyard in order to build 
more valuable houses, his honor is certainly familiar with the words of 
Rosh in Bava Kamma 92a where he states that  the Torah only forbade 
(felling a tree) in a wasteful manner, and felling the tree because the 
space is needed is not considered wasteful. A judgment consistent with 
this is found in Tzemach Tzedek82 sec 41 at the end and the Taz also 
allowed such an action in Yoreh Deah section 117. Similar ideas are 
found at length in Sh’elat Ya’avetz vol 1 sec. 76; however, at the end of 
his remarks he adds a leniency - if he uproots the tree with some soil so 
that it continues to live and he replants it in another place, there is no 
prohibition... And in the responsum Bet Yaakov sec 150 he writes (may 
I be forgiven for saying this) some incorrect things. It is undoubted that 

79  In responsa Yabia Omer, vol V, Yoreh Deah, sec. 12 Rav Ovadia Yoseph ruled (on the basis of the resp. 
of Chavot Yair) that “in any case, if he is expanding his apartment for mere pleasure or aesthetics, there is 
no exemption to allow cutting down trees for this”. 
80  R. Moshe Sofer, 1762-1839, Hungary
81  Responsa Chatam Sofer vol 2 (Yoreh Deah) sec. 102
82  The responsa of R. Menachem Mendel Krochmal, 17th century (Czechoslovakia) , student of Bach and 
contemporary of Taz 
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the verse that prohibits waste in the context of a (military) siege refers to 
the case where they (the besieging army) need the timber for the siege83, 
as it is written “them thou mayest destroy”. Since it is impossible to 
perform the siege without cutting down the trees, Scripture forbade 
destruction for no reason, but the scripture referred to a case when he 
needs the space to perform the siege. Additionally, it may be that (in 
the case under discussion) there is no permission to cut down the tree 
at all, since it can be uprooted with its soil and replanted at another 
site. And the Rosh, who permitted in the case he needs the space, 
implying (that he permits) even chopping the tree down, refers only to 
the case where there is nowhere else to replant the tree and therefore 
he may fell it. Similarly in Bava Batra 27a when R. Yosef said (to his 
sharecropper,: “Go chop it down”, that was a case where the tree could 
not be replanted in another place. In this light we can well understand 
the expression used by Shmuel in Bava Kamma, “Go, bring me its 
sources”, and which Rashi explains as referring to its source, its roots. 
From the unusual word used it appears to mean not that the tree be 
cut down but that he be brought the roots to be replanted elsewhere. 
Similarly, Rabbenu Chananel84 remarks that it says, “Go uproot it” 
and not, “Go chop it down”. However, although we have derived a 
stringency from this exegesis, i.e., that if the tree can be transferred this 
must be done instead of felling it, I would not extend this idea as far as 
Ya’avetz did and I would not allow transplanting the tree for no good 
reason at all. For from the G’mara we see that only because he tasted 
the taste of wine in the dates he commanded, “Go, bring me its roots”; 
if this justification is lacking I would not even allow transplantation. As 
a matter of Law I say that that without adequate reason85 I would forbid 
even replanting the tree in another place; to use its place (for another 
purpose), as long as he has no need for the lumber he may not cut 
down the tree but may only uproot it and replant it elsewhere. 

83  Note that some Biblical commentators disagree, viewing the trees as impediments to the siege. 
84  R. Chananel ben Chushiel, 990-1053 (Italy/Tunisia), one of the earliest Talmudic commentators
85  I am not 100% certain of the translation of this phrase – the text is ÌÂ˜Ó· Â‰ÈÏ˙˘ÏÂ ¯˜ÚÈÓÏ ßÈÙ‡ ¯ÂÒ‡ Ô‚Ó ÏÚ 
¯Á‡
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According to this approach, a tree can be cut down for lumber, however, 
if all we need is the space, we are only permitted to transplant the tree 
to another location. If we don’t need the space, it is forbidden even 
to transplant it. Chatam Sofer brings proof for this contention from 
Shmuel’s phrase, “Bring me its sources”, which he claims refers to 
transplantation. What halachic/ethical philosophy underpins these ideas? 
After all, in all the cases mentioned by Chatam Sofer there is no need for 
the tree in the other location,86 and since moving a tree is expensive, why 
must we do so? And why is it forbidden to move a tree from place to place 
without adequate justification - after all, the tree suffers no damage? Rav 
Rappoport explained87 that Chatam Sofer’s philosophy is that any object 
that serves a function has a natural right to remain in its initial state. God 
created it in a certain place and state and it has a right to remain there. If 
the space is needed for another purpose, the object may be moved, but 
it may not be wasted  for no reason. From this it follows that one who 
pollutes or spoils natural resources merely to suit his own convenience 
transgresses the prohibition of Bal Tashchit. This idea is no real innovation 
- we have already seen it in the responsum of Ya’avetz. The innovation is 
the basis that Chatam Sofer provides for the prohibition against waste 
– waste is prohibited not because we are damaging ourselves but because 
every object has a natural right to remains where it is and in its initial 
state.88 

Chatam Sofer continues his analysis of the G’mara in Bava Kamma: 

Regarding the G’mara in Bava Kamma 91b many interpretations have 
been proposed which have practical implications. I haven’t found a 

86  for in that case it is obvious that he may transplant the tree!
87  From the shiur of Rav Shabtai Rappoport entitled “Man’s Responsbility Regarding Ecology”.
88  According to Rav Shabtai, the halachic distinction between fruit-bearing trees and non fruit bearing 
trees assumes that non fruit bearing trees have no function at all in the world. Therefore, anything that indeed has 
use, even a tree that provides beauty, is not considered saraq (non fruit bearing) in respect to this law. Proof for 
this assertion may be found in Rav Dimi’s statement (Ketubot 111b) “Every non fruit tree in the Land of Israel is 
destined to yield at least two donkey loads of fruit” and R. Chiya bar Ashi’s statement in the name of Rav: “All 
the non-fruit trees of the Land of Israel are destined to produce fruit, as it is written “for the tree bears its fruit 
, the fig tree and the vine do yield their strength” (Yoel, 2, 22) (Rashi: since it says “the fig tree and the vine shall 
yield their strength”, this refers to fruit tree, so what is the meaning of the phrase “for the tree bears its fruit” - even 
the non fruit trees shall bear fruit.)
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single, clear explanation and therefore I shall, God-willing, offer my 
own... Rashi says that the exegesis is based on the extraneous phrase 
“which you know”... and the term “know” refers to kinsmanship... 
however I think that the reason we need a special prohibition here to 
avoid enacting doubtful cases is that the Torah only forbade cutting 
down in a wasteful manner, so that if he (the potential tree feller) 
estimates that this specific tree cannot yield a kav of dates or that 
its timber is very valuable and therefore he will chop it down even 
though he is not completely certain (that these assumptions are true) 
and perhaps he is merely deluding himself into thinking that his felling 
is not wasteful, since he thinks that he will profit by the felling, and 
we might think that this is not a case of a possibly prohibited act but 
instead is completely permitted, therefore Scripture uses the term “that 
thou knowest”- only in that case, not in any other. 

Chatam Sofer understands the exegesis of the words, “That thou knowest” 
as teaching that you need to be 100% certain that the fruit tree is worth 
more as timber in order to be permitted to cut it down. Prior to Chatam 
Sofer, we would have said that we don’t require absolute certainty; estimates 
or educated guesses are sufficient to defer the prohibition of Bal Tashchit. 
Chatam Sofer teaches that estimates alone are insufficient justification 
– we must be certain. Additionally, he requires that we must take long 
term considerations into account. Even if presently the lumber is worth 
more than the fruit, this is insufficient justification for cutting down the 
tree. We have to be certain that the lumber at this point is worth more 
than all the future fruit over the lifetime of the tree. Since in practice it 
is very difficult to attain this level of certainty, the requirements added by 
Chatam Sofer significantly restrict the permissibility of cutting down trees 
for human needs. 

In the next section of the responsum Chatam Sofer discusses the 
argument between Rashi and Raavad regarding the text in Bava Kamma 
and afterwards he continues with an analysis of the story of the premature 
death of Shichvat: 

That is why he cited the story of his son Shichvat, who God forbid 
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did not fell the tree in a wasteful manner - he merely deluded himself, 
thinking that he was justified in felling it since the time was ripe for it 
while indeed the time was not ripe and he endangered himself and died 
since considerations of danger are weightier than those of prohibition, 
therefore I too would not recommend chopping down the tree. This is 
my halachic opinion. 

Why did Shichvat die so young? Unlike Ya’avetz, who explained his death 
as a result of disobeying the ways of the pious, Chatam Sofer argues 
that Shichvat erred in a halachic matter – he erred regarding the global 
consideration mentioned earlier i.e. the weighting of current vs. future 
benefits. Chatam Sofer ends the responsum as follows: 

As long as he is not certain that the gain from cutting down the tree is 
greater than the value of the fruit it bears he is forbidden to cut it down 
and there is a danger as well, even in a case which is there is a doubt as 
to the value. This is my opinion. But if he stands to profit, even if only 
to build houses, which, in our time and place is a more important need 
than date palms, there is no doubt that it is permitted; however, if the 
tree can be uprooted with some soil and replanted at another site it is 
forbidden to cut down the tree. This is my humble opinion. 

According to Rav Shabtai Rappaport, the Chatam Sofer teaches us a 
new way to understand the ethical foundation of the prohibition of Bal 
Tashchit. Before this we could have understood the idea underlying Bal 
Tashchit as: God created the world for man’s benefit and therefore it is 
forbidden to damage it for no reason. However, actions taken in Man’s 
interest are permissible, since they aren’t “waste” but “use”. As a result, 
we are allowed to use a tree for timber, to cut it down or to use its place. 
The difference between waste and use is determined by the economic 
value of the use. According to this view it may be defensible to claim 
that it is permissible to dump waste in a gorge, since in this way we are 
utilizing the gorge for a purpose and the act is not “purely” wasteful. 
However, according to Chatam Sofer’s outlook, this claim is indefensible. 
By stating that it is forbidden to even transplant a tree for no reason, and 
by requiring an absolutely certain economic justification for chopping 
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down a tree, Chatam Sofer has revolutionized our understanding. The 
prohibition of Bal Tashchit is not based on the idea that it is forbidden for 
me to waste resources; rather on the idea that every object in the world has 
a fundamental right to continue to exist as it is. God created nature, and, 
in principle, He wishes for it to remain as it was created, without being 
destroyed or moved, and it is this idea that implies that destruction of 
natural resources is prohibited without ample justification. When is such 
destruction justified? When it is done for a useful purpose. In other words, 
it is not the case that nature is a resource available to me, and if I destroy 
it I am wasting one of my resources, and therefore I am not allowed to 
destroy these resources without adequate reason. Instead the idea is that 
I am permitted to use natural resources, just like I am permitted to use 
animals for food and clothing. However, fundamentally nature should 
remain in its pristine state. The use of any natural resource must take into 
account the entire balance of rights - man’s needs and nature’s rights. In 
Ya’avetz’s view the reason I am allowed to use a tree is that it is a resource 
at my disposal and therefore, if I need the space it occupies, I may take it 
at any cost to the tree. In Chatam Sofer’s view, we are forbidden even to 
transplant a tree without adequate justification because the tree has a God-
given right to remain in its place. It may be cut down only if we are 100% 
certain that this yields a net economic gain. 

In light of this philosophy, there can be no justification for despoiling 
natural resources. We have seen from the Rambam that the prohibition 
against despoiling applies even to passive despoliation. Therefore, the 
demand that we be “green” is an authentic halachic demand and not just 
another permitted weltanschauung (Hashkafat Olam).89 

89  This idea of Chatam Sofer is known today as “deep ecology” (see note 30). In his shiur, Rav Shabtai emphasized 
that the Halacha is not automatically opposed to any pollution-producing activity. For example, if we continue to 
use fuel-burning automobiles but also plant forests to replenish the oxygen supply, if there is no net damage to the 
environment, there is no violation of Bal Tashchit.

Dr. Saul Stokar
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A theoretical halachic question - are we exempt because each of 
our contributions is negligible?       

Does the Talmudic exemption “two who perform an act together” apply 
to the prohibition of Bal Tashchit? Can a polluter claim exemption from 
the statute based on the claim that this own personal contribution to the 
environmental problems is entirely negligible?

Tzafnat Pa’aneach

In Masechet Shabbat the Mishna states that with respect to the laws of 
Shabbat “if two (people) performed an action (together) they are exempt”:90 

If one person carries a wafer in a public area, he is guilty; if two carry 
it, they are exempt. 

The G’mara derives this principle from a verse in the Torah:91 

From whence do we know this? As the Rabbis taught, “by doing 
something” (Vayikra, 4, 27) - one who performs a complete action, not 
one who performs part of an action. 

The Talmudic commentators ask: this verse does not refer specifically to 
Shabbat but to any negative commandment, so why is the exemption 
restricted only to the laws of Shabbat? R’ Shabtai cited two examples of 
laws where the exemption “two who performed an action” does not apply. 
With respect to the prohibition of ploughing with an ox and a donkey 
harnessed together, Rambam wrote:92 

Even if 100 people drove a mixed herd together, they are all subject to 
lashes. 

Regarding the laws against murder it is written in Masechet Sanhedrin:93 

90  T.B. Shabbat 92b (Mishna). This law applies in the case that neither person is capable of performing the act on 
his own.
91 Ibid, G’mara
92  Mishne Torah, Laws of Kilayim (Mixed Seeds), 9, 9
93  T.B. Sanhedrin 78a
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The Rabbis taught: if ten people beat him with ten sticks and he died, 
whether they beat him together or one at a time they are all exempt. R. 
Yehuda ben Betaira says, if they beat him one after the other the last 
one is guilty since he precipitated his death. R. Yochanan says: both 
sides derive their opinion from the same verse “And he that kills any 
man” (Vayikra 24,17). The Rabbis interpreted “any man” as meaning 
a whole man i.e. (he is exempt) unless he causes the entire murder; R. 
Yehuda ben Betaira interprets “any man” as implying that even if he 
kills any part of a man (he is responsible). 

This G’mara implies that if not for the exegesis based on the phrase “any 
man” we would even have held responsible ten people who murdered 
together. Why don’t we invoke the exemption derived from the phrase 
“by doing something” in the same way that it is applied to the laws of 
Shabbat? 

In his work Tzafnat Pa’aneach, R. Yoesph Rosen of Rogochov94 answers 
this question.95 He advances the theory that we must examine the Torah’s 
intention in each case, asking ourselves the question: is the action 
undesirable or is the outcome undesirable?96 If the action is undesirable, 
two who perform the act together are exempt, since neither has performed a 
complete action. However, if the outcome is undesirable, two who perform 
the act together are liable, since the undesirable outcome was none the less 
realized. In light of this, let us seek out the Torah’s motivation in each of 
the cases mentioned above. Regarding the prohibition of ploughing with 
mixed species, two who perform the act are liable since the Torah objects 
to the outcome; regarding the laws of Shabbat two who perform the act 
are exempt because the Torah objects to the act alone. This explanation 
appears quite neat but the question still remains, how do we reveal the 
Torah’s intent for each mitzva? The Rogochover explains that we do this by 

94  R. Yoseph Rosen of Rogochov, 1858-1936, Bylarus/Latvia
95  See resp. Tzafnat Paaneach sec. 75; see also Tzafnat Paaneach to Rambam , Laws of Kings ix,5, Laws of 
Forbidden Relations, xvi, 9, second edition Fundamentals Concepts of the Torah,vi,6 and Tzafnat Paaneach page 77 
col. 4
96  To quote the Rogochover, the question is “what causes the liability the action or the actor?”
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checking the Torah’s attitude towards indirect action (g’rama). If the Torah 
finds indirect action liable, this is a sign that the Torah objects to the 
outcome and therefore, if two performed the act together, they are liable, 
since, in the final analysis, the outcome was accomplished. However, if 
the Torah exempts indirect actions this is a sign that the Torah objects 
to the action and therefore, if two perform the action together they are 
exempt because neither performed a complete action. Regarding the laws 
of Shabbat, indirect actions are permitted.97 This is a sign that the Torah 
objects to the action itself and therefore if two perform the act together 
they are exempt. On the other hand, one who causes murder indirectly is 
liable and therefore if two performed the act they are liable. In what case is 
one liable for indirect murder? In the case of “one who forces back”.98 A 
Mishna in Sanhedrin teaches:99 

The following are subject to capital punishment: a murderer, the 
inhabitants of a city that incites (to idolatry), one who murders his 
friend with a stone or a blade or one who didn’t allow his friend to 
escape from the water or from fire but forces him back and he dies - he 
is liable. 

The G’mara there cites a source for this law: 

From whence do we know the law regarding the one who doesn’t 
allow another to emerge? Shmuel said: from the verse “or with malice” 
(Bamidbar 35,21) to include even one who forces back. 

Even though there are other examples of indirect murder where the 
murderer is exempt those are cases of especially indirect actions. Since 
there is at least one case of indirect murder which is punishable, this proves 
that the Torah fundamentally objects to the outcome and not just to the 
action. Regarding ploughing with an ox and a donkey, Rambam states:100 

97  In all cases, according to Biblical law. There are even some cases where the act is permitted according to 
Rabbinical law, such as indirectly extinguishing a fire.
98  i.e. one who prevents another from escaping from a burning building or from a well in which he is drowning.
99  T.B. Sanhedrin 76b
100  Mishne Torah, Laws of Kilayim (Mixed Seeds), 9, 7
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Anyone who performs any kind of work with two species of animals 
together, where one was a kosher animal and the other was non-
kosher,..... even if he caused the action by his voice, he is liable to 
lashes, as Scripture states “together” - in all cases.

Since driving animals via one’s voice is an indirect act, and none the less 
such a person is liable, we conclude that the Torah objects to the outcome 
and therefore, as we explained, if two perform the act together they are 
liable.

Regarding the prohibition of Bal Tashchit, from the fact that it is forbidden 
to divert an irrigation channel from the tree (which is an indirect action) 
we conclude that the Torah objects to the outcome of wasteful damage 
and therefore, according to Tzafnat Pa’aneach’s logic, we conclude that if a 
number of people jointly cause damage to a natural resource, they are all 
liable. This conclusion follows whether the number of contributors is two, 
two thousand, two million or two billion. As a result, we cannot accept the 
claim that each person’s contribution to environmental problems is small 
as a defense freeing them from liability.101 

Igrot Moshe

R. Moshe Feinstein102 also reached the conclusion that there is no 
exemption for a person who claims that his actions alone did not cause 
the problem. In a responsum on the question of smoking in public places 
he wrote:103 

101  In Massechet Shabbat 93a it is written: “The Master taught: If one can accomplish it and the other cannot, 
all agree he is liable. Who is liable? Rav Chisda said, he that is able, for if it refers to he who is unable, what 
has he contributed? Rav Hamnuna responded: because he has helped. He answered: helping is not considered 
significant.” (see the gloss of R’ Akiva Eiger on the Mishna). At first glance it might seem that in our case each person 
can claim “I am unable on my own to pollute significantly - I am just a helper and therefore I am free of guilt!” 
However, this type of claim is only valid where only the action is prohibited not the consequence of the action. Since 
in the case of Bal Tashchit we have proven that the consequence is also forbidden, everyone who contributes to the 
consequence bears the guilt.
102  See note 53
103 Responsa Igrot Moshe, Choshen Mishpat, vol 2, sec 18 “Regarding the Smoking of Cigarettes in the Study 
Hall and the Synagogue Where it Bothers Others”. 
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Regarding smoking cigarettes in the study hall or the synagogue.... I 
was asked whether they can forbid smoking in the study hall or the 
synagogue. It is perfectly clear to me that even if there were no health 
considerations or dangers of falling sick (in such an environment) and 
the only objection is that others suffer (from the smoke) it is forbidden 
to smoke ... certainly in the case of cigarette smoke which causes real 
pain to those who cannot bear it and it is not merely ultra-sensitivity. 
And it is not merely pain but an actual case of damage (to one’s health) 
as is evidenced from the fact that they would allow them to smoke even 
in their own homes and on their own property if the smoke reaches 
them and they suffer pain and damage. However, in this case it is 
worse since they are causing direct damage, since they produce smoke 
with their mouths which damages the non-smokers that are present. 
And even though a single smoker would not cause any (significant) 
damage, since his smoke would be negligible in a large room like a 
study hall, none the less, since each smoker knows that there are many 
other smokers, he knows that his smoke causes damage and this is direct 
damage ... and if two people cause damage, according to all opinions 
they are liable as is written explicitly in Rambam, Law of Torts, section 
13 and Shulchan Arukh Choden Mishpat the end of section 421 and 
the same applies to two people who perform damage, they are liable, 
see Bava Kamma page 10.
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Summary

In summary, Jewish law forbids polluting or damaging the environment. 
This is certainly true regarding such overt acts as dumping sewage into 
the sea etc. In addition, Jewish law also forbids passive pollution i.e. not 
recycling a recyclable commodity. This conclusion is all the more true 
with respect to materials that the local or national government helps us 
recycle, such as newspapers, bottles, batteries, etc. We here in Israel invest 
much time and energy towards solving our national defense problems. It 
behooves us to invest resources towards solving environmental problems 
as well, not just to improve the environment but to avoid transgressing 
Bal Tashchit. 
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Outside Eden

Rabbi Natan Levy

The Biblical story of the human creation is a twice-told tale. Two Adams 
fashioned in the first two chapters of Genesis. Each Adam placed alone 
facing the tremendum of nature. And to each G-d gives injunction 
and direction in relation to this strange new wilderness. Yet the divine 
command is as polarized as the stories themselves.  To the first Adam, 
G-d says conquer the natural; to the second Adam, the mandate is to 
protect it.  The Torah’s ecological message is the difficult move to embrace 
these extremes.  The Halacha, the Jewish legal code, must both freeze this 
tension into ‘din’ - the letter of law, and yet allow simultaneously for the 
constant possibility of ‘lifnim me’sherut ha’din’ – the revolutionary move 
into the spirit of law. And while environmental Halacha fixes itself in the 
command to manipulate given to that first Adam, it yearns deeply for the 
return to the garden, that place where the second Adam is situated, to 
cultivate and protect.  Understanding the dual roles of Adam is the pivotal 
first step in a close reading of the ‘green’ laws of the Torah.

As we turn towards the two primary mitzvoth of human-nature relations, 
the laws of Bal Tashchit (do not destroy) and Tza’ar Ba’alei Chayim 
(causing pain to animals) we uncover the dichotomy of the rabbinics.  In 
the first moment they build heaps of concretized law, in the very next 
shaking the foundation with an incongruous story, a difficult haggadic 
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pronouncement.  But it is precisely because we follow in the footsteps of 
Adam made twice, charged twice, that the law must necessarily carry with 
it this unceasing malleability. 

The first command to that very first human will probably never appear 
on the Greenpeace website; “G-d blessed them, and G-d said to them, 
Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and conquer it, and rule over 
the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky and every living thing that 
moves on the earth.”1  Though the Torah perspective cannot be adduced 
from a single divine injunction, the text does reveal a very telling vision 
of the way humanity should relate to nature.  Is it really any wonder that 
throughout the whole of the Tanach and the Talmud the very word for 
‘nature’ is entirely absent?2  For within the absolute Torah structure, nature 
is never a means in itself - never quite worthy of being called to in its own 
right - rather, it is simply that which must be controlled and manipulated 
in order to fully achieve human dignity3.  Ramban on our passage from 
Genesis circumscribes the full scope of the command.  “G-d gave them 
power and dominion over the world, to manipulate the animal kingdom, 
to build and to uproot, to mine the ground for metals and everything of 
a like nature.”4  From an ecological perspective these are jarring words. 
Here’s the eco-philosopher Richard Watson teaching the exact opposite, 
“We must learn anew that it is we who belong to earth and not the earth 
to us.”5 

1  Genesis 1:28
2  Cf. Marcus Jastrow’s Talmudic Dictionary who gives the definition of ‘teva’ as to imprint or to drown, and then 
adds in brackets:  In later Hebrew: nature, character, Nature.  In 1705 the Chacham Tzvi wrote (Responsa No. 18) 
to the leaders of the congregation Sha’arei Shamayim (London) quoting a sermon delivered by their rabbi, R’ David 
Nieto, who said ‘Hashem Yitbarach and Nature, and Nature and Hashem Yitbarach are all One. I say that I said this 
and I confirm this and prove it, as King David supports it in Psalm 147 “…He covers the heavens with clouds and 
prepares rain for the earth and causes the grass to sprout on the hills”; but you need to know (pay heed Jews, for it 
is the first principle of our faith) that the noun teva was coined relatively recently - some four or five hundred years 
ago, close to our own era, and is not to be found in the works of our early Sages’.
3  “‘Thou hast made him to have dominion over the works of Thy hands.  Thou hast put all things under his feet.’ 
(Psalm 8:6)  In other words, dignity was equated by the Psalmist with man’s capability of dominating his environment 
and exercising control over it.”  Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Lonely Man of Faith (Doubleday, 1965) 15.
4  Ramban, commentary to Genesis 1:28
5  Richard A. Watson, “A Critique of Anti-Anthropocentric Biocentrism,” Environmental Ethics 5 (1983): 247. 
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Yet the opening chapter of Genesis is simply the first act in the human 
drama-the story of Adam the first.   Thus, it represents only one side, one 
will within us; and it is balanced out and modified by the Adam remade in 
the second chapter of Bereshit, Adam the second. “G-d formed the man-
dust from the ground, and He blew into his nostrils, a living soul, and the 
man was a living being.  And G-d planted him in a garden in Eden...And 
G-d took the man and placed him in the Garden of Eden to cultivate and 
keep it.”6  This is the penetrating insight of Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, 
in his work The Lonely Man of Faith. “G-d summoned Adam the first to 
advance stealthily, Adam the second to retreat.  Adam the first He told to 
exercise mastery and to ‘fill the earth and subdue,’ Adam the second, to 
serve.  He was placed in the Garden of Eden ‘to cultivate it and to keep 
it.’”7  

Precisely because our relationship with the environment is bifurcated - our 
divine injunction complicated with the double call of domination and 
protection - does Jewish environmental Halacha allow us to   manipulate 
the ecosystem virtually at will, and yet tremble when we do so.  How can 
such a process of restless back and forth ever be codified into the rigidity 
of law?  Let us look now at the development of Bal Tashchit from its 
Biblical roots to modern responsa as our first guide.

Bal Tashchit - The Injunction Not to Waste  

As the nation of Israel is poised ready to enter the Land of Israel for the 
first time, Moshe in his final speech prepares this group of former slaves 
for their new role as agrarian landholders.  We hear now the Halacha that 
is all the more moving because it is introduced in the context of war, a 
call to preserve for the long term, despite the destruction of the moment.  
“When you besiege a city for many days to wage war against it to seize it, 
do not destroy its trees by swinging an axe against them, from it you will 

6  Genesis 2:7-8, 15.
7  Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Lonely Man of Faith (Doubleday, 1965) 35.

Outside Eden



55

eat, and you shall cut not cut it down; is, then, the tree of the field a man 
that it should enter the siege before you?”8  

The rabbis moved this law beyond the realm of fruit trees alone, to 
prohibit wanton destruction of any type.  The Sefer Ha-hinuch says as 
follows. “‘You shall not destroy’ (Deut 20:19) It is likewise included under 
this negative precept not to cause any waste: for instance to set fire, tear 
clothing or break a vessel for no purpose. The root reason for the precept 
is evident: for it is in order to train our spirits to love what is good and 
beneficial and to cling to us; and as a result, good fortune will cling to 
us, and we will move away from every evil thing and from every matter 
of destructiveness.  This is the way of the kindly men of piety and the 
conscientiously observant; they love peace and are happy at the good 
fortune of people, and bring them near the Torah.  They will not destroy 
even a mustard seed in the world, and they are distressed at every ruination 
and spoilage that they see; and if they are able to do any rescuing, they will 
save anything from destruction, with all their power.”9 

Clearly, this is the type of content that should and does become the 
curriculum for Jewish day schools on Earth Day, yet the totality of the 
halachic process is much more complex.  The Babylonian Talmud takes 
us further. 

Rab said:  A palm tree producing even one kab of fruit may not be cut 
down...R Hanina said:  Sibhath my son did not pass away except for 
having cut down a fig tree before its time.  Rabina however said: If its 
value (for other purposes) exceeds that of the fruit, it is permitted (to cut 
it down).10

As an environmental activist, I must admit to reluctance regarding Rabina’s 
declaration; in one teaching he has limited the law of bal tashchit to purely 
wanton destruction.   The fragile forests of the world would suffer savagely 
under his ruling, after all the only reason those trees are cut down is for 

8  Deuteronomy 20:19-20
9  Sefer Ha-Hinuch 529
10  Babylonian Talmud.  Bava Metzia, 91b.
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the profit involved.  And lest we think that now that we understand the 
true worth of a tree, as carbon sink and species protector, might weigh in 
the arboreal favour, the vast majority of halachic scholars right through 
to the present day follow the human utilitarianism of Rabina.   Such 
modern responsa as Rabbi Jacob Ettlinger11 and Rabbi Ovadia Yosef12 
who both permit the cutting down of trees in order to build or extend a 
house, highlight the limited application of bal tashchit across the religious 
spectrum.

There is yet a deeper level to the text.  Let us return to the haunting image 
of Sibhath.  “R. Hanina said:  Sibhath my son did not pass away except 
for having cut down a fig tree before its time.”  What are we to learn from 
this?  It stands to reason that his son was a tzaddik, a righteous individual.  
And surely someone of such stature would not commit the transgression 
of bal tashchit.  Thus we must conclude that Sibhath cut down the fig tree 
with the permission of the Halacha, and yet he dies nonetheless. This is 
the reasoning of the Yaavetz13 and it leaves us wondering, questioning, how 
can there be divine punishment for a permissible act?

The story of the mourning father, placed incongruously in the very midst 
of a halachic discussion, gives us pause.  On the smooth path towards a 
mandate to consider profit before ecology, there is a jarring bump.  And 
one Talmudic sage cannot ignore it.  “Raba, son of Rabbi Hanan,” we read 
in another Talmudic passage, “had some date trees adjoining a vineyard of 
Rabbi Joseph, and the birds used to roost on the date trees (of Raba) and 
fly down and damage the vines of (of Rabbi Joseph).  So Rabbi Joseph 
told him:  ‘Go cut them!’...Said Raba, ‘I will not cut them down, because 
Rav has said that it is forbidden to cut down a date tree which bears a kab 

11  Jacob Etllinger, Binyan Zion (Jerusalem: Davar Jerusalem, 1989), no. 61.  R. Ettlinger allows for a man to cut 
down trees in order to build a home on the only piece of property which the individual is allowed to buy in town.  
Without having a home he may not get a license to marry.  R. Ettlinger permits the trees to be cut down, though he 
stipulates that every alternative must first be exhausted.
12  Ovadia Yosef, Yabia Omer (Jerusalem, 1969), vol. 5, Yoreh De’ah, no. 12. R. Ovadia gives permission for a 
family to extend their home at the expense of cutting down a fruit tree.  R. Ovadia qualifies his ruling, stating that 
the family in question was blessed with a large number of children, but cutting down a tree for luxury or landscaping 
would not be allowed.  
13  Responsa, Vol. 1, 76.
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of dates, and Rabbi Hanina has said, ‘My son Sikhath only died because 
he cut down a date tree before its time.’  You, sir, can cut them down if 
you like.’”14  The law is clear, Raba concedes that his trees should be cut, 
and yet he refuses to follow the law!  Such a text is only intelligible as 
the tumultuous voice of Adam the second, the protector of the Garden 
of Eden.  Here is the tension of Adam the first carving out dignity 
with the axe, now confronted with the eco-activist Adam the second.  
Environmental law must be built by the universal Divine command of 
Genesis’ first chapter, yet aspires always to live in the perfect and particular 
Garden of the second.  

Bal tashchit concerns itself with objects, but does not include the sphere 
of the creaturely.  Thus to gain a fuller perspective of any Torah based 
ecology, we must examine the halachic prohibition against tza’ar ba’alei 
chayim-causing undue pain to any animal.

Tza’ar Ba’alei Chayim - Causing Pain to Any Creature

Within the Torah there are numerous laws established to protect and 
promote animal welfare.  These include the regulation contained in the 
verse, “If you see the ass of him that hates you crouching under its burden, 
don’t pass by him, you should definitely release it with him.”15 In a similar 
vein, stands the divine prohibition to muzzle one’s ox while it threshes, in 
order that the animal should be free to eat of the produce when working.16  
And the laws of the Sabbath expressly formulate a concern for one’s 
animals based on relationality.  “But on the seventh day you shall cease to 
work, that your ox and your ass may have rest, and your maid-servants son 
and the stranger may be refreshed.”17 

While these laws refer specifically to domesticated animals, there is a far 
broader injunction against causing pain to any creature.  This is the 

14  Talmud Bavli.  Bava Batra 26a
15  Exodus 23:5.
16  Deuteronomy 25:4.
17  Exodus 32:12  
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prohibition of tza’ar ba’alei chayim.  The clearest formulation of this 
principle is found in the rabbinical literature,18  it remains a point of 
debate amongst the rabbis whether this law is of biblical or rabbinical 
origin.  The Rambam in his Guide for the Perplexed states that the 
underlying objective to refrain from tza’ar ba’alei chayim “is established 
with a view to perfecting us that we should not acquire moral habits of 
cruelty and should not inflict pain gratuitously, but that we should intend 
to be kind and merciful even with a chance animal individual except in 
the case of need.”19   But it is this last caveat of the Rambam, this ‘except 
in the case of need’ which requires closer inspection.   What kind of need 
would allow for animal cruelty?  The Rama in Shulchan Aruch describes 
the parameters of human necessity.  “Anything which is necessary in order 
to effect a cure, or for other matters, does not entail [a violation] of the 
prohibition against tza’ar ba’alei chayim.  Therefore, it is permitted to 
pluck feathers from geese [while they are alive] and there is no concern 
of tza’ar ba’alei chayim.  But nevertheless people refrain from doing so, 
because it constitutes cruelty.”20

Though the goose might feel otherwise, the Rama states here that issues 
of animal cruelty are waived when profit is involved.   As in the case he 
brings, where plucking the feathers from a live goose for writing quills is 
good for business as the goose will grow another set of feathers and thus 
the painful process can be repeated.    What modern day environmentalist 
does not read this passage and cringe?  In fact, PETA on its website 
calls on its members to boycott all down products, as live geese are still 
plucked for their feathers.  And yet, as Rabbi David Bleich points out in 
his contemporary article on ‘Judaism and Animal Experimentation’ the 
Rama’s ruling is “accepted by virtually all latter day authorities.”21

Like the laws of bal taschit, the prohibition of tza’ar ba’alei chayim places 
such a primary importance on human need that there appears to be little 

18 Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia, 32a. 
19  Guide for the Perplexed.  III, 17.
20  Yoreh De’ah 24:8
21  David Bleich, ‘Judaism and Environmental Ethics’, Judaism and Environmental Ethics, ed. Martin D. Yaffe 
(Lexington Books, 2001) 347.
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room left to speak about a meaningful halachic basis to living green.  If the 
shampoo tested on rabbits, or the paper towels from endangered forests is 
the cheaper option, from a Torah perspective, go right ahead.

Yet there is another layer of tza’ar ba’alei chayim.  In the Talmud we 
learn that R. Judah the Prince, the redactor of the Mishnah, suffered 
excruciating pain for many years.  The Talmud asks why, and receives 
this answer.  “A calf, when it was being taken to slaughter, went and hid 
under Rabbi [Judah]’s cloak and cried.  He said to it, ‘Go, for this you 
were created.’ In heaven they said, ‘Since he has no mercy, let suffering 
come upon him.’”22  Though R. Judah’s suffering will be alleviated for an 
act of compassion towards a family of weasels, the original punishment 
of R. Judah seems particularly harsh.   After all, was not R. Judah correct 
in sending the calf to slaughter, haven’t we just learned that human need 
overrides compassion for the animal kingdom?  The analogy to the case 
of Sibhath, he of the chopped down fig tree, is unmistakable.  Once again 
a righteous individual acts in accordance with the law and receives divine 
retribution nonetheless.  

It is possible to read these intrusions of aggadah into the halachic discourse 
as an admonishment to the refined human character, the tzaddik, without 
much significance for the rest of us.  I believe, however that when the 
Rama codifies the Halacha for plucking out goose feathers, and then adds 
that people refrain from this, he is speaking to each and every one of us.  
That when the Talmudic sages state that “Those who cut down good trees 
shall never see a sign of blessing,”23  they are not speaking only to the 
righteous.  And that, in fact, even the stories of R. Judah and Sibhath are 
not wonder tales for idealized individuals, but urgings towards the ideal 
within us all.    But why then does ecological Halacha refrain from positing 
the ideal as the norm?   Why set the environmental bar so low, and then 
leave only hints in the realm of stories and aphorisms as to the real heights 
that we should struggle to achieve? 

22 Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia, 85a.
23 Tosefta, B’khorim II
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Let us return to our first text, the passage from the first chapter of Genesis.  
“They shall rule (vayardu) over the fish of the sea.”  Comments Rashi, 
the 11th century Biblical commentator, “the word vayardu has both the 
meaning of ‘ruling’ and the meaning of ‘declining’.  If man is worthy he 
rules over the beasts, if he is not worthy he falls lower than them and the 
beasts rule over him.”24

What kind of interaction with the natural world would result in falling 
below the realm of the animals?  Within every environmental ethic 
there stands an enormous risk.  The dilemma of placing the good of the 
earth before the good of one’s fellow.  Of growing bio fuels for our cars, 
causing food prices to increase, and thus starving millions.  As I enter the 
supermarket I am confronted with this difficult choice in microcosm- buy 
fair trade or organic bananas?  The organic bananas are, as advertised, 
good for the earth, but no small, family-owned banana plantation that 
pays its workers a decent wage could afford the relatively high cost and low 
yield of going organic, so one can never find both an organic and fairly 
traded banana.    

Here then is the dilemma:  If ecological criteria become our primary moral 
compass, do we lose our ability to care for that which is uniquely human?  
Our capacity to extend ourselves to such sophisticated moral heights, can 
also lead us to forget the most basic elements of compassion; in effect the 
more we let animals rule our ethical choices the more our humanity is 
threatened.  Or as my wife reminds me often, using disposable plates is bad 
for the environment, but good for our marriage.   

The effects of the total transference of human compassion onto the world 
of Nature can be chilling.  An excerpt from a 1933 Berlin newspaper 
announcing a newly passed law, states, “National Socialism has for the 
first time in Germany begun to show Germans the importance of the 
individual’s duty toward the animal. Most Germans have been raised with 
the attitude that animals are created by G-d for the use and benefit of man. 

24  Rashi, commentary to Genesis 1:28.

Outside Eden



61

The church gets this idea from the Jewish tradition...The friend of animals 
knows to what inexpressible extent the mutual understanding between 
man and animal and feelings of togetherness can be developed, and there 
are many friends of animals in Germany, and also many who cannot 
accept animal torture out of simple humanitarian reasons. In general 
however, we still find ourselves in a desert of unfeeling and brutality as well 
as sadism...we would first like to address vivisection, for which the words 
“cultural shame” do not even come close; in fact it must be viewed as a 
criminal activity. ..We German friends of animals and anti-vivisectionists 
have placed our hopes upon the Chancellor of the Reich and his comrades 
in arms who are, as we know, friends of animals. Our trust has not been 
betrayed!”25  It is difficult to read this article without horror at a regime 
that banned animal dissection as a ‘criminal activity’ and then conceived 
of the Final Solution.  The prophet Hosea preludes the Nazi attitude 
succinctly.  ‘Those who sacrifice a man, will kiss a calf.”26

We cannot live purely as Adam the second, engaged totally with protecting 
and cultivating the natural.  For G-d first places Adam in the Garden of 
Eden, and only then issues this perfected environmental ethic.   Thus, 
the Rabbis place this ethic in the moral sphere of the tzaddik, the closest 
embodiment to perfection, to Eden, walking amongst us.  Here we have 
both an aspiration and a warning.   It is possible, even praiseworthy, to 
be so attuned to the natural that cutting down a tree will cause death, 
ignoring the mewling calf will make oneself sick, yet we must approach 
this realm with trepidation.  For such a green standard must cling only 
to the individual who is already totally engaged towards the needs of the 
human other.  For only the righteous can kiss the calf without killing a 
man!   And thus, the Rabbis warn us, every time we focus our time and 
resources on the environment, we must ask ourselves, are we righteous 
enough in our human responsibilities to take this next step into ecological 
Eden?

25   Translation of document #186 in Medizin im Nationalsozialismus by Walter Wuttke-Groneberg (Rottenberg: 
Shwaebische Verlagsgesellschaft) 1982. 
26 Hosea 13:2.  This translation is based on Rashi’s interpretation, and differs from the King James’s translation. 
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Environmental Halacha walks the razor’s edge in our nuanced relationship 
with nature.  If we lose our concern for the creaturely then we become 
emboldened in cruelty, if we are absorbed into the creaturely than woe 
to our very humanity.  It is this difficult tension to which the Halacha is 
acutely attuned, for we, as children of Adam, are created twice over and 
live with the struggle.   

Rabbi Natan Levy is the Jewish University Chaplain for the West of 

England and Wales. While in Israel, Natan helped to build the Jerusalem 

urban compost project at the Society for the Protection of Nature in 
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Composting the Torah Way

Rabbi Shmuel Simenowitz

 ‰Ó„‡Ï ÔÓÂ„ ÂÈ‰
They were as dung to the earth

Psalms 83:11

˘Ó˘‰ ˙Á˙ ˘„Á ÏÎ ÔÈ‡Â
There is nothing new under the sun

Koheles 1:9

More than two thousand years ago, Hillel the Elder bequeathed to us 
a gem of timeless wisdom tidily encapsulated in the wry observation

±‰‚‡„  ‰·¯Ó  ÌÈÒÎ  ‰·¯Ó (As one increases wealth, one increases worries). 
Two millennia later, we collectively enjoy prosperity heretofore unheard of 
and largely unimaginable to our predecessors.  Air travel has literally made 
“the road skip” leaving virtually no location in the world inaccessible in 
but a matter of hours. Tiny handheld devices enable global communication 
in real time. Nevertheless, as Hillel prudently cautioned us, our ability to 
accelerate production on an industrial scale, while arguably laudatory 
is not without its qualifications. Increased industrial production fueled, 

1  Avos  2:8



64

among other reasons, by emerging third world markets, has left in its wake 
a corresponding increase in the volume of industrial and municipal solid 
waste (to the tune of over 1,300 tons a day for Jerusalem alone!), air and 
water pollution, and fierce competition for a shrinking pool of global 
resources. Sadly, many of these undesirable conditions are inextricably 
linked to our reliance upon fossil fuels and other petroleum-based 
resources.  Significantly the escalating prices of petro-fuels have relentlessly 
driven food and transportation prices skywards. While the runaway prices 
at the pump are a readily demonstrable indicator that something is indeed 
rotten in Denmark, it is only recently that the skyrocketing prices of our 
most basic commodities worldwide – wheat, soy, rice, meat, etc. - have 
exposed the petro-dependency embedded in food production, whether in 
the form of fertilizer, feed, machinery or transportation.

While society at large grapples with these issues and seeks solutions from 
wherever they may come, the Torah community knows that we simply 
look to the Torah. For just as Hashem looked to the Torah when He 
created the world2 so too do we acknowledge it as not only the blueprint 
for creation but, infused with Hashem’s boundless wisdom, as the owner’s 
manual for the world we now inhabit. 

Several years ago, I was asked to give a workshop at a Jewish environmental 
conference. As the only chareidi educator, I was sure I was being asked to 
lecture about the areas with which I am most familiar – textual sources for 
Torah-true environmentalism. Much to my surprise, I was asked to lead 
a workshop on composting (I farmed in Vermont for a number of years). 
Scientifically, composting involves the breakdown of raw organic materials 
which are then used inter alia as a soil supplement. Economically, and 
from the point of view of waste handling, composting also represents the 
ultimate win-win solution as waste materials which were formerly trucked 
from the site of their creation at great expense are not only retained on site 
but recycled into viable materials to be reused as needed.

2  Zohar  2:161b
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I saw the workshop as an opportunity to demonstrate the proposition 
articulated in the famous mishna in Avos - 3‰· ‰ÏÎ„ ‰· ÍÙ‰Â ‰· ÍÙ‰ – that 
Torah wisdom and guidance was available - as always - for the task at 
hand.4

On the morning of the workshop, I headed down to the compost heap 
armed with all of my gardening books as well as my shulchan aruch and 
mishnayos. I asked the participants where they wanted to learn composting 
from. The overwhelming consensus was that we should conduct the class 
from the pages of the seforim hakedoshim.  This essay is culled from the 
notes, observations and comments from that workshop.

Since the times of Noah, man has developed a body of knowledge of 
natural world sciences largely through empirical observation. Gradually, it 
became common knowledge that in order to maintain the earth’s fertility, 
the earth’s supply of organic materials required frequent replenishing A 
man plowing his field with a team of oxen soon noticed that that plants 
grew larger and richer in those areas where the animals had left their 
manure. Similarly, the Egyptians observed this as the Nile overflowed its 
banks annually leaving mineral rich organic deposits on the dry desert 
soils.

Likewise, in the days of the Beis Hamikdash, the blood from the sacrifices 
was handily being channeled through a series of pipes and a sluiceway 
into Nachal Kidron where the enriched watery mix was sold to gardeners 
as a soil amendment and fertilizer. Parenthetically, the Mishna even goes 
so far as to say that the fertilizer itself was susceptible to - ‰ÏÈÚÓ - penalty 
for misappropriation - itself an acknowledgment of its importance as 
a commodity.5 Similarly, animal manure was reintroduced to the fields 
through the device known as a ¯È„ - a portable cattle pen which allowed 
the cattle to graze over fields prior to them being plowed. This practice 
replenished the depleted nutrients of the fields while simultaneously 
obviating and eliminating the need for material handling and moving.6

3  Avos 5:26
4  Incredibly the mishna itself alludes to a key ingredient in successful composting – turning over the pile 
frequently!
5  BT: Yoma 86b
6  BT Eruvin 18a (Rashi)  Ironically the New York Times bestseller “The Omnivore’s Dilemma” by Michael Pollan 
showcases a West Virginia farmer named Joel Salatin who is renowned for his innovative rotational grazing techniques. 
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Today, when one visits a restored Mishna era village such as Katzrin one 
can see the origins of the great Galilean olive industry. Even then, the 
Galil was known for its abundance of olives.7 The huge stone wheel of the 
olive press stands forlorn and alone offering nary a clue as to the hustle 
and bustle accompanying its use more than two millennia ago. One only 
has to close one’s eyes to imagine the seemingly never ending parade of 
oxcarts laden with olives ready to press. Given the relative ubiquity of the 
olives, the pressings were probably light, just enough to extract the initial 
(and sweetest) flow of oil. 

The inevitable byproduct of the olive oil industry – then as today - was 
the pulp of the squeezed olives which in Hebrew is called geffet. Heavily 
impregnated with oil, the pulp was a ready source of cheap local energy, 
providing fuel for lamps as well as cooking.  Massive heaps of this olive 
pulp could be found both proximate to the pressing plants and scattered 
throughout the countryside.  Its energy value as set forth in the mishna8  
- and later codified in the shulchan aruch9 - was considerable. In fact, the 
modern day blech traces its origins directly to the rabbinically-mandated 
requirement to either remove or cover coals remaining from certain slow 
burning fuel substances in order to permit leaving a partially cooked dish 
on the fire with the onset of Shabbos. Not surprisingly, the first substance 
discussed is olive pulp. The covering/removing requirement (known as 
“grufo u’k’tumo)  addresses Chazal’s overarching concern that one might 
come to “stoke the coals” rendering one liable for either  (cooking) ÏÂ˘È·    
or (igniting) ‰¯Ú·‰. In stark contrast, quick burning fuels such as straw 
and stubble were largely exempt from the removal/covering requirement, 
as Chazal remained unconcerned that one might come to stoke the coals 
since after they burnt there were essentially no coals to stoke!10

One of them involves keeping flocks of chickens in portable pens where they follow the cattle and breakdown the 
manure while simultaneously eliminating insect larvae and adding their own nitrogen rich manure to the mix.
7  See BT Nazir  31b.
8  BT Shabbos 36b  et seq
9  SA OC 253 
10  Curiously, the SA proscribes one from leaving food on a fire from before shabbos in an oven called a tanur 
(a conical oven known for its intense heat) even if only straw and stubble were used as fuel. The universal question 
is asked as to why this prohibition was enacted. The Rambam 3:6 opines that since all the coals are not actually 
removed, the intensity of the oven itself leaves open the possibility that the remaining coals might be restoked into a 
blazing fire. Perhaps this suggests an approach to our alienated Jewish brethren all of whom retain those latent coals 
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Olive pulp reappears in halachic literature shortly thereafter. A curious 
phenomenon of these heaps was that they gave off heat. Initially, as the 
pulp decomposes, bacteria in the pile begin to consume the organic matter 
within the pile. As the bacteria get more active and consume more food, 
their body heat increases the temperature in the pile and can increase the 
temperature at the core of the pile up to 140°.   This exothermic reaction 
occurs in piles of raw organic materials which have exposure to a ready 
supply of oxygen (typically through agitation or repeated turning over) and 
a high enough moisture content. Indeed Rashi correctly points out that it 
was the accumulation of the pulp that was one of factors contributing to 
the exothermic reaction.11 Given the relatively primitive cooking methods 
such as using differing sizes and designs of ovens12 and different types 
of fuel for hi/lo cooking - it became desirable to have a ready supply of 
geffet on hand as needed. Hence it was likely that larger quantities were 
found near homes as well, ready for use. Indeed, storage of the geffet and 
other heat exuding substances within three tefachim of a wall enclosing an 
adjoining property was specifically proscribed by halacha.13

Once again, given that all the factors were present (massive accumulations 
of moist organic materials in the presence of oxygen due to agitation) 
these heaps would begin to smolder. At some point, some enterprising 
soul wanting to experience the oneg shabbos which can only comes from 
a hot meal, desired to submerge his pot of chulent into the smoldering 
heap on Erev Shabbos so that the food would remain warm into Shabbos.  
Such insulation was known as 14‰ÓË‰.   Hatmana was typically done with 

– the “pintele yid” which have the potential to be brought to a roaring flame in the right environment. ‡ÓÈÎÁÏ È„Â 
11  BT Shabbos 47: Rashi “ Olive refuse from the pressing plant which is gathered together and which is extremely 
hot”
12  The gemara in Shabbos lists at least three different styles of cooking stoves – a kira which seems to be rectangular 
with two holes on top upon which pots are placed, a kupach  which is smaller than a kira with a single hole upon 
which a pot is situated, offering a more concentrated heat on the food and finally a tanur
a conical design concentrating the heat on the food to be cooked. Each of these designs had various halachic 
ramifications depending on the type of fuel used and the likelihood that coals were present which were susceptible 
to being stoked.
13  BT Baba Basra 
14  As stated above, given the difficulties of heating and warming food with precision, novel attempts to capture 
natural heat sources are recorded in the gemara such as an ill-fated attempt to run a cold water pipe through chamei 
T’verya for shabbos heating – see BT Shabbos 38b
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cooking ashes which still contained live coals (a mixture called remetz), 
not unlike the modern dutch oven which is completely submersed in 
coals. Again, Chazal were understandably concerned lest one come to 
agitate the ash/coals mixture or “stoke the coals” in an effort to prolong 
the warming effect of the mixture. They correctly perceived the potential 
for confusion between insulating with remetz and with other substances 
which intrinsically gave off heat. This led to the bifurcation of hatmana 
into two discrete categories – hatmana b’davar hamosif hevel ma’ailav 
– insulation using a substance which gives off heat and hatmana b’davar 
hamaamid hevel – insulation with a substance which merely retains heat. 
The former category could never be used for shabbos insulation while 
the latter category could only be used before the onset of shabbos. 
The mishna15 succinctly lists substances potentially used for hatmana 
in the two aforementioned categories. Heading the list of heat releasing 
substances in the mishna is olive pulp followed by manure, salt, lime, 
sand, grasses while moist, etc16.  As the number of substances used today 
for hatmana are much more limited, many are unfortunately only familiar 
with the laws of hatmana to the extent they involve towels, linens and 
crockpots!17

So how can we harness the wisdom of our forefathers and hitch it to the 
host of environmental issues facing us today. R’ Shimon ben Lakish in a 
pointedly autobiographical observation notes that when teshuva is done 
out of fear it nevertheless has the power to lessen the severity of one’s prior 
sins. However when teshuva is done out of love, the very sins not only 
disappear but are actually converted to merits18. Taking our cue for this 

15  BT Shabbos 47: and codified in SA OC 257:3
16  While technically not heat producing, salt and sand and the likes nevertheless are perfect examples of substances 
which capture and radiate heat, warranting their inclusion in the list of heat producing substances with which 
hatamana is proscribed. However see R’ Akiva Eiger  (SA OC 318 who brings down in the name of the Rashba that 
one may place an egg in the sand from erev shabbos since although the sand is initially warm, it (the sand) will cool 
down by Friday night (despite being classified as heat generating by the mishna)
17  Incredibly during the years we farmed in Vermont, we met many a number of farmers who met the challenges of 
the frigid New England winters by banking their livestock watering troughs with manure to keep them from freezing. 
One farmer told me his family had been doing that for generations. I told him mine had been doing it for at least 
2,500 years!
18  BT Yoma 86
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enigmatic text, perhaps we should reexamine our current environmental 
quandary and ask whether our so-called “liabilities” actually contain the 
seeds of our societal salvation.

There is a famous story told by Rebbe Nachman about a pauper in Warsaw 
who had a recurring dream that there was a treasure buried underneath 
a bridge in Vienna. Finally, he told his wife he was setting out for Vienna. 
Sure enough, when he arrived in Vienna, he saw the bridge exactly as it had 
appeared in his dreams.  He also spotted a guard who patrolled the bridge 
frequently. The guard noticed him lurking and seized him, demanding 
angrily to know what he was doing by the bridge.  The pauper decided to 
tell him the truth. The guard laughed and exclaimed; “Nonsense, everyone 
knows that dreams mean nothing. Why just the other night I had a dream 
that there was a fortune buried beneath a pauper’s stove in Warsaw. You 
don’t see me running off to Warsaw now, do you?”  Sure enough the 
pauper returned home and unearthed the treasure. Perhaps the exotic 
treasures that we seek by way of solutions to our environmental quandaries 
are really buried in our own backyards.

Related Innovations…

In December 2002, the first full-scale ArrowBio plant was brought 
on line at the Tel Aviv Municipal Solid Waste transfer station. 
The plant consisted of a 220 ton module wherein traditional 
recyclables (metal, glass, plastic) are recovered, while diverse 
biodegradable organic waste is converted into three products:
1) high quality biogas (which can be used to produce alternative energy), 
2) organic residue not needing further treatment for use as in soil, and 
3) biologically generated water.

As a result of this advanced recycling process, less than ten percent of the 
incoming waste exits as biologically inert residue to be land-filled.

At the Tel Aviv facility, the biogasses produced by the plant are actually 
used to generate electricity for the plant. The plant will also be able to sell 
power in the future, as well, reports Arrow Ecology.19

19  (Arutz-Sheva 1/26/03)
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Another Israeli start-up, Genova, is determined to focus primarily 
on converting olive pulp – the very ˙Ù‚ of the mishna - directly into 
electricity. Equally as compelling as their patented technology which 
releases gases at a high temperature for use in a turbine with virtually no 
CO2 being released into the atmosphere, is their philosophy of setting up 
the units near the olive oil presses thus eliminating the need to transport 
the biomass, resulting in a cost-effective energy solution. 

So at the end of the day, there is really nothing new under the sun.

In retrospect, one cannot help but feel that these exciting technological 
innovations could have been made even more exciting if instead of 
coming from a place of “ÈÁÎ ÌˆÚÂ È„È”, they came instead from an intrinsic 
recognition that ÔÂ¯‡‰ ‡˘Â ˙‡ ÂÈ‡˘Â – we don’t carry the Torah – rather 
it’s the Torah that carries us.
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Corporate and Consumer 

Responsibility

Rabbi Carmi Wisemon

“You shall not place a stumbling block in front of a blind person; and you 
shall have fear of your G-d – I am Hashem.” (Leviticus 19;14)

Would any of us really place an obstacle that a blind person could trip 
over?  

Taken at face value, very few of us would have such low morals as 
to transgress the Torah commandment according to this most literal 
interpretation. Mankind in general has the basic moral fortitude not to 
want to harm the blind or the disabled for no reason.  Rashi, who usually 
follows a literal interpretation of the text, takes pains to explain this verse 
figuratively as referring to the placing of any sort of obstacle that could 
cause harm to a person.  

In his commentary on Rashi, the Maharal notes that the verse, “Thou 
shall not place a stumbling block” concludes.  “You shall have fear of 
your G-d”, a phrase commonly used in the context of commandments in 
which only the transgressor knows that he has sinned and no one else. If 
the verse referred to a physical stumbling block, it would be obvious who 
tripped the blind person; by interpreting it figuratively it refers to an act in 
which the transgressor may seek to justify his actions as intended to benefit 
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the person whom he harmed.  For this reason the verse concludes “You 
shall have fear of your G-d – I am Hashem.” Because only Hashem knows 
a person’s real intentions.

Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, in his commentary on the Torah, details 
actions that fall into the category of placing a stumbling block, “he who 
deliberately gives wrong advice, who gives the means, or prepares the way 
for wrong…who in any way actively or passively assists or furthers people 
in doing wrong….transgresses this prohibition. Thus the whole great sphere 
of the material and spiritual happiness of our neighbor is entrusted to our 
care.” 

Though the readers of this article would be unlikely to transgress Lifnei 
Eever literally, in our professional lives and perhaps even in our personal 
lives we may be responsible for creating stumbling blocks that can trip 
up those who are morally, informatively or emotionally blind and lead to 
perhaps irreversible societal and environmental damage.

With this understanding, let us examine cases that Chazal categorized as 
stumbling blocks which affect modern society and our environment.  

The halachic midrash, Torat Kohanim, offers two types of stumbling 
blocks, “(1) And before the blind [refers to] someone who is blind in that 
matter.  If he were to come before you and ask “is this woman permitted 
to marry a Cohen?” do not say to him that “she is permitted” when she is 
forbidden… (2) If he were to ask you advice, do not give him advice that 
is not right for him. Do not tell him to leave early in the morning so that 
robbers will then attack him. Do not say go out in the afternoon so that 
he will become parched in the sun. Do not say to him to sell his field and 
buy with the money a donkey and you subsequently purchase the field.”

From this midrash we see that not only are we prohibited from placing a 
physical stumbling block before a person who is handicapped but we are 
also prohibited from placing a figurative stumbling block before a person 
who is lacking information which makes him blind in that matter by:

(1) Providing incorrect information which may cause someone to transgress 
a Torah law (such as marrying a woman whom he is forbidden to marry)
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(2) Providing misleading advice that may cause financial or physical harm 
(traveling at a dangerous time or selling property). 

Many classic environmental issues fall within these two categories, such as 
when governments and corporations have tried to hide from the public, 
the harmful effects of asbestos, radiation, PCBs and other toxins.  Anyone 
who is aware of dangers faced by the public from harmful substances but 
keeps that information to himself, or provides misleading data, transgresses 
the commandment of Linei Eever. 

Other Rabbinic sources extend the concept of the stumbling block to 
include providing access to situations that are more likely to result in 
a person sinning. The Gemara in Pesachim 22b states, “From where 
do we derive the law that a person should not hand a cup of wine to a 
Nazirite?…Scripture states; ‘and before a blind person you shall not place 
a stumbling block.” 

In giving a cup of wine to a Nazirite (to whom wine is forbidden), one is 
neither forcing nor explicitly persuading him to drink it, but this act may 
bring him physically closer to transgressing his Nazirite vows by giving 
him close access to wine. 

This third category is therefore: 

(3) Making an object or situation available that can lead a person to 
succumb to moral, physical or financially damage. 

In this category, potentially fall manufacturers and retailers of cigarettes, 
alcohol, pornography, fireworks, cop-killer bullets and casino owners, 
who provide access to potentially harmful and dangerous substances 
and situations that can cause severe physical, moral and financial harm 
to vulnerable members of the public.  In addition, media outlets that 
advertise the services of these manufactures and retailers are guilty of the 
same.  It may not be stretching the definition to include banks and retailers 
who provide easy credit to poor people who can not afford to repay these 
loans, thus causing them to over-purchase and fall into a cycle of debt.  
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Most people have a sufficient standard of ethics not to transgress the three 
previous categories of Lifnei Eever.  However, there is another form of 
the transgression that is so subtle that we may not even be aware that we 
are stumbling or causing others to stumble.  This fourth category is that 
of creating or placing a person in a situation where he/she will be unable 
to control himself and he/she will sin impulsively because of his/her 
emotional vulnerability. 

In Moed Kattan the Gemara states, “It once happened that a maidservant 
of Rav Yehuda Hanassi’s household saw a certain man who was striking his 
mature son. The maidservant exclaimed, “Let that man be excommunicated 
for he has transgressed the prohibition of “You shall not place a stumbling 
block before the blind.’” By striking an older child who is likely to verbally 
or physically retaliate, the parent creates a situation in which his child may 
violate the biblical prohibitions of hitting and cursing his parents. 

(4) Creating a situation or an emotional state which will lead a person to 
harm him/her and others and/or lose control of their cognitive decision 
making abilities. 

I would like to focus on this final category, which I consider to be the most 
severe and far-reaching of all of the stumbling blocks in contemporary 
society. One that has lead to overproduction, over-development and 
abuse of the environment, endangering the earth’s delicate ecosystems and 
limited natural resources.  For by creating an unhealthy emotional state, 
the initial obstacle will cause the person whom it trips to continue to fall 
in a downwards spiral.

Historically, at the turn of the 20th Century, the general population was too 
frugal and poor to purchase the many material goods that resulted from 
over production capabilities of the Industrial Revolution.  To overcome 
this required a change in the spiritual and intellectual values of the people, 
from an emphasis on values as thrift, modesty, and moderation, towards 
a value system that encouraged spending and ostentatious display.  It 
required the commercialization of society. The strategy of Consumerism 
- the creation of a public mindset that encourages over-consumption 
beyond man’s actual needs.  Consumerism equates personal happiness 

Corporate and Consumer Responsibility



75

with purchasing and consumption of material possessions.  The businesses 
and governments, who stood to gain from increased trade, essentially 
tripped “blind” people into believing that happiness could be achieved 
through endless consumption. 

In his book, Global Problems and the Culture of Capitalism (Allyn and 
Bacon, 1999), Richard H. Robbins explains that for consumerism to rise 
in the United States, the public’s perception and buying habits had to be 
transformed and luxuries made into necessities.  This was accomplished 
through the presentation and display of goods, advertising that 
aggressively shaped consumer desires and created value in commodities 
by imbuing them with the power to transform the consumer into a more 
desirable person  In 1880, $30 million was invested in advertising in the 
United States, today that figure has climbed to well over $120 billion.  The 
concept of “Fashion” helped to create anxiety and restlessness over the 
possession of items that were not ‘new’ or ‘up-to-date’. Fashion pressured 
people to buy not out of need but for style — from a desire to conform to 
what others defined as ‘fashionable.’

Individual home ownership, for example, is a concept that is not practiced 
in many developing countries, where extended families live together.  
Individual homes increase the amount of resources used, as well as 
increasing sales for related industries. In the 1920s, Herbert Hoover wrote, 
“A primary right of every American family is the right to build a new 
house of its heart’s desire at least once. Moreover, there is the instinct to 
own one’s own house with one’s own arrangement of gadgets, rooms, and 
surroundings.” 

The US Department of Commerce, created in 1921, serves to illustrate 
the role of the federal government in the promotion of consumption.  
The Commerce Department encouraged maximum consumption of 
commodities, producing films and leaflets advocating single-dwelling 
homes over multi-unit dwellings and suburban over urban housing. One 
leaflet, recommending a separate bedroom for each child, stated it was 
“undesirable for two children to occupy the same bed — whatever their 
age.” 
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Within the space of a few decades, it has become a given that each nuclear 
family should live in their own home and that each child have their own 
bedroom, with at best no more than two siblings sharing a room. Our 
present standard of housing is just one example of how the powers of 
consumerism have changed accepted norms, creating raised expectations 
of standards of living and subsequently causing us to use up more of the 
earth’s natural resources. 

Workers were given higher wages to increase their buying power in order 
to be able to create a consumer economy. The world’s first credit card was 
introduced in the United States in the 1950s, expanding consumer credit 
by enabling people to buy things that they would not normally consider 
purchasing.  By the 1970s shopping habits had been transformed by credit.  
An effect of this credit was to increase consumer debt, while creating mass 
markets for consumer goods that stimulated economic growth. 

According to the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, in the 1950’s, food 
accounted for 40% of household expenditure.  Today Israelis spend just 
16% of their household budget on food, which indicates that Israelis are 
spending more on non-essential items.

Currently in many developing nations, the level of consumption is 
comparatively low. However with “corporate-led” globalization, the 
negative aspects of consumerism are starting to be felt throughout the 
world. Ever increasing levels of consumption by the new middle class of 
emerging economies such as China and India are partially responsible for 
the recent dramatic worldwide rise in the costs of basic foods such as rice 
and corn. The people of these developing countries are not to blame for 
their higher levels of consumption; the western world has convinced them 
that consumerism is a worthy life goal. They are only asking for their share 
of the consumer dream and their societies and our eco-systems are paying 
the price for the illusion of unmitigated consumption.       

A great many of our environmental concerns are caused by the subtle, but 
potentially lethal stumbling block of consumerism.  As society conditions 
us to equate personal happiness with consumption of material goods, 
we are fighting an endless battle to minimize the environmental damage 
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caused by the over-production and subsequent disposal of consumer 
goods which we really don’t need.  Excessive consumption burdens 
societies with bulging landfills, declining fish stocks, and rising obesity 
levels. Meanwhile, another 2.8 billion people consume too little and suffer 
from hunger, homelessness, and poverty. 

Society’s insatiable appetite for consumer purchasing has brought about 
many of the environmental crises facing the world today, such as Global 
Warming (by increasing burning of fossil fuels) species extinction clearing 
of forests and the proliferation of landfills and subsequent contamination 
of water from the residue of the chemicals used to produce more material 
goods. The environmental movement, with its mantra of Reduce Re-use 
Recycle is a response to the excessive over-production of a consumer 
society.

Today we find ourselves simultaneously the victims and culprits of 
“Lifnei Eever Lo Titen Michshol”.  We have stumbled into becoming 
blind consumers who are constantly searching to find ways to sell our 
own products, in order to accumulate enough wealth to purchase other 
people’s products. 

Do we really need a fraction of the products on the market today? 
Consider the underlying philosophy and damage of the popular phrase, 
“When the going gets tough, the tough go shopping.”  

Is it correct to promote unnecessary consumer purchasing? Whether we 
produce, market,  sell or encourage the latest electronic gadget, ostentatious 
simcha, luxury home, late model car or 99-cent toy that will break the next 
day, we should consider if what we are doing is ethical. Since the consumer 
is blinded (almost from birth) by advertising and the need to consume, 
he no longer knows if he is really in need of this item. Often, only the 
manufacturer, advertiser and retailer know the real answer.  

Alongside our attempts to live as comfortable a life as possible, we need to 
learn to produce, sell and consume less unnecessary products, whose waste 
can be seen in the proliferation of land-fills that dot the urban landscape.  
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The Jewish and environmental response is to REDUCE our levels of 
consumption. In a world in which the public has been tripped into 
consumerism and over-production, our challenge is to reverse this trend. 
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Can Carbon Taxation Absolve 
Us of Our Environmental 

Responsibilities?

Rabbi Yedidya Sinclair

Introduction

What sort of damages are environmental damages? What sort of restitution 
is necessary to put them right? This is a foundational question for 
environmental theory and practice. We will argue that Talmudic thought 
provides a very useful set of tools and concepts for thinking about the 
question.

The main means of compensation for environmental damage is money. 
Yet we instinctively feel that monetary compensation, though necessary, is 
not always sufficient. 

Suppose a polluting factory causes a generally non-fatal variety of cancer 
in its vicinity. Imagine too that the factory owners are sued, and end 
up paying full financial compensation to the victims for their suffering, 
medical bills and unemployment. Have they thereby cleared their moral 
obligation? We would tend to think not. There is something about causing 
people to contract cancer that money alone cannot put right.



80

Or suppose that a rare species of butterfly lives in a nature reserve and that 
visitors pay to come and see this natural wonder. What if toxic emissions 
cause the butterfly to become extinct? Then what if the emitters fully 
compensate the reserve owners for loss of revenue?  Have they made good 
the extinction of the butterflies? It’s pretty clear that they haven’t. There’s 
a dimension of damage involved in destroying a unique species that is 
unquantifiable and cannot be made up for with money. 

Policy discussions on global climate change, which has emerged as the most 
serious and urgent environmental threat, provide some striking examples 
of this issue. The Stern review was a major report commissioned by the UK 
government from Sir Nicholas Stern to assess the economic implications 
of climate change. It found that the global cost of unrestrained climate 
change in the 21st century would range between 5% and 20% of world 
GDP. Stern proved that it is cheaper to run the world than to wreck it. 

This was welcome news to those who wish to see action on climate 
change. However, on closer examination, the basis of Stern’s calculations 
is problematic. The 5-20% figure includes economically quantifiable costs 
such as physical damage to property, together with estimated dollar costs 
for the destruction of eco-systems and human communities, death from 
hunger, thirst and disease. All these are combined in a figure that he calls 
“equivalent to a reduction in consumption.”1

This reduction of non-monetary costs to cold numbers is ethically 
problematic. What if the calculations had come out differently? Would 
Stern then have proved that it is economically worthwhile to destroy 
a certain number of lives and ecosystems rather than to invest a lot of 
money in technologies that would help us avoid dangerous climate change? 
And does he mean to imply that death and destruction of irreplaceable 
species and ecosystems could, after the fact, be adequately compensated 
by money? Both conclusions would seem to miss an important distinction 
between monetary and non-monetary damage. 

1  The Stern Review was published by HM Treasury, London, 2006.  My discussion is based on George Monbiot’s 
critique of the Stern Review in Heat, London, 2007. x-xii.
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George Monbiot, a British political journalist, makes the same point.2  He 
wonders what exactly the British Department of Transport means when 
it suggests that the aviation industry should pay the (climate change) 
external costs its activities impose on society at large. 

“This is an interesting proposal, but unfortunately, the department does 
not explain how it could be arranged. Should a steward be sacrificed every 
time someone in Ethiopia dies of hunger? As Bangladesh goes under water, 
will the government demand the drowning of a commensurate number of 
airline executives? The idea is strangely attractive. But the only suggestion 
it makes is that aviation fuel might be taxed.”

Monbiot humorously but incisively points out that while money is the 
main means we have of compensating for environmental damage, we often 
feel that it is wholly inadequate.

Perek Ha’hovel

Chapter Eight of Tractate Bava Kamma, Ha’hovel, deals with physical 
damages against the person. The central dilemma in the chapter is whether 
restitution for physical damage to people can be adequately expressed in 
monetary terms.

It is clear from the Mishnah3 that physical damage must be compensated 
with money. One who assaults his fellow is liable to pay five categories of 
compensation: physical damage, pain, medical expenses, unemployment 
and shame. 

But our chapter is also concerned to articulate the difficulties, incongruities 
and failures involved in paying monetary compensation for physical 
damage. It opens with a discussion of whether monetary damage or capital 
punishment is the more appropriate paradigm for considering physical 

2  Ibid. 175.
3  Bava Kamma 8:1. The gemara in Bava Kamma, 84b states that these damages are not to be exacted by courts 
outside the Land of Israel, whose authority is limited according to the principle of Shlichutayhu k’avdinan. See also 
Shulkah Aruch, Hoshen Mishpat,1:1. 
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damage, continues by elucidating the problems of placing a price tag on 
a human limb, or on such irreducibly subjective experiences as pain and 
humiliation. The chapter concludes by specifying what an assailant must 
do to make restitution for his damage, even after he has made all of the 
requisite monetary payments. 

The Talmud apparently wishes to impress upon us that although financial 
compensation is a necessary act of reparation for a physical attack, it 
is in no way sufficient. There are social, psychological and spiritual 
consequences of the assault that money cannot make good.  The German 
word for reparations, wiedergutmachen is, to the gemara, a misnomer. 
Monetary payment must be made, but it does not “make good again.”4 
Full reparation must also take place at a very different level.

This chapter should be of particular interest to anyone interested in Jewish 
environmental ethics, because it contains the longest Talmud discussion of 
Bal Tashchit5. Many writers on the subject have identified Bal Tashchit, 
the prohibition on wanton destruction of property or natural resources, as 
a particularly promising source of Jewish environmental wisdom.6 Others 
have expressed a certain disappointment with bal tashchit as a source 
of usable environmental teaching, arguing that it is too human-centered 
a criterion.

We consider the discussion of bal tashchit in its context of Perek 
Ha’hovel. Examining why bal tashchit is placed in this chapter of Bava 
Kamma, and how it partakes in the chapter’s central problematic will give 
us a renewed understanding of the usefulness and potential relevance of 
the concept for environmentalists. 

4  This point was at issue during the bitter disputes in Israel in the early 1950’s over whether to accept German 
reparation money after the Shoah. 
5  Bava Kamma, 8:6. 91b-92a.
6  “Is the Tree Human?” in Trees, Earth and Torah, Ari Elon, Naomi Mara Hyman and Arthur Waskow, eds. 
Philadephia, 1999. 83-106.
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Methodological Aside

The approach just outlined relies on certain assumptions about how to read 
gemara. It presupposes that there are common themes that run through 
whole chapters of the Talmud, which are instantiated in successive sugyot, 
and that these themes are engaged by both the halakhic and aggadic 
sections of the Talmud (as well as in the interplay between them).

These assumptions may not appear obvious. They were certainly not 
self-evident in the traditional yeshivot that I attended. I learned them 
subsequently from teachers including Rav Shagar, z”l, Rav Dov Berkovitz 
and Rav Tzuriel Weiner whose approaches were, at the time, considered 
unconventional.  

I have found these assumptions to be extremely fruitful. However, rather 
than arguing for them now, which would be far beyond the scope of this 
paper, we hope that their application here will serve as an example of the 
usefulness of these hermeneutical assumptions in practice.

A further methodological point concerns the difference between the 
approach taken in this article and many others about Judaism and 
the environment. Some of the best articles in the field infer a Jewish 
approach to a given environmental issue by taking a particular theme 
or halakhic problem and tracing its evolution from the classical biblical 
and Talmudic sources to present day responsae. An outstanding example 
of this genre is Eilon Schwartz’s survey of the concept of bal tashchit,.7 
Schwartz penetratingly demonstrates the existence of different threads 
of understanding of the concept, which he calls “minimalist”, meaning 
interpretations that focus on the (generally monetary) value of the natural 
world for human beings, and “maximalist”, understandings that are willing 
to grant some intrinsic value to nature. As illuminating as this approach is, 
it doesn’t capture the internal struggle between these interpretations, nor 
the sense that they may both be valid understandings that need to be held 
in dynamic balance to give a convincing reading of bal tashchit. 

7  “Is the Tree Human?” in Trees, Earth and Torah, Ari Elon, Naomi Mara Hyman and Arthur Waskow, eds. 
Philadephia, 1999. 83-106.
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This capacity to show competing concepts values and understandings in 
dynamic balance is one of the most remarkable features of the Babylonian 
Talmud. This article focuses on how one chapter of the Talmud illustrates 
this capacity to hold conflicting values in creative tension.

     

Eye for an Eye: Money or Mamash?

We encounter the questioning of the adequacy of monetary compensation 
for physical damage at the outset of the chapter. The opening discussion 
deals with ayin tachat ayin, an eye for an eye.8 

Everybody knows that the Torah interprets “an eye for an eye,” (Exodus 
21:24) as referring to monetary compensation, and not to literal, physical 
retribution. Less widely known is how seriously the gemara treats the 
possibility that it might be otherwise. Although none of the authorities 
quoted believe that in the end the Torah is prescribing lex talionis,9 actual 
physical retribution, they seriously entertain the possibility that it might 
be.  

At the heart of the gemara’s ambivalence is the question of whether 
inflicting physical damage on another person is more akin to damaging an 
animal, which incurs monetary compensation, or to murder. The gemara 
first locates this ambiguity in its attempt to demonstrate that “an eye for 
an eye” refer to monetary compensation from Leviticus 23:17-23.10 The 
Talmud is unable to derive an unequivocal proof from these verses. It finds 
that in this passage, the prohibition against damaging another human 
being physically is juxtaposed both with the injunction to pay monetary 
compensation for damaging an animal, and with the prescription of the 
death penalty for murder. Based on this proof text, the Talmud considers 
that destroying another’s limb could incur with, equal plausibility, 

8  BK. 83b.
9  The gemara quotes a baraita in which Rabbi Eliezer states: “An eye for an eye means, literally, an “eye.” 
However, the gemara then interprets this statement as also referring to monetary compensation. BK 84b.
10  BK 83b.
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a monetary fine or the corresponding “death” of one of the assailant’s 
limbs.11   

This ambivalence is crystallized in the following debate:

“Why do you want to derive (the penalty for striking a person) from the 
penalty for striking an animal? They say, “deduce one case of damages (for 
striking a person) from another case of damages (for striking an animal), 
but don’t derive the penalty for a case of damages (for striking a person) 
from a capital case.”

“On the contrary, judge one case concerning (striking) a human being 
from another case concerning (killing) a human being, and don’t judge a 
case of (striking) a human being from a case of (striking) an animal.12 

The Talmud recognizes here that one can make a powerful case for placing 
physical damage against another person in the same conceptual category as 
murder. Even though the Talmud brings further, ultimately decisive proofs 
for why physical assault should be punished by monetary compensation, 
it wishes to also preserve the alternative view.

A poignant story at the end of this opening discussion illustrates another 
aspect of the inadequacy of monetary compensation as restitution for 
physical damage.

“A donkey once chewed off child’s hand. The father came before Rav 
Pappa Bar Shmuel...who said to him, “go and assess how much the child 
would be worth in the slave market, (with and without the missing hand, 
so as to arrive at an estimate of the compensation that the donkey own 
should pay for the loss of the child’s hand.13)

The father of the child said, “I won’t do that. It would be an insult (to my 
child – to treat him as a market commodity.”14)

11  Likutei Halakhot based on the teachings of Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav makes this point explicitly. See 
Hilkhot ahovel b’havero. 
12  BK 83b.
13  This method of estimating value in the slave market is prescribed by the Mishnah, BK 83b for assessing the 
compensation due for physical damage. 
14  BK 84a. 
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The father forgoes the compensation that is legally owing to him for 
the loss of his son’s hand because he is unwilling to subject the child 
to the further indignity of estimating his value in the slave market. That 
would be, literally, adding insult to injury. In citing this story, the gemara 
acknowledges that while monetary payments are the only compensation 
that halakhah can grant for physical damage, they are, nevertheless, a 
problematic way of attempting to redress the loss of a living limb.  

Bal Tashchit Revisited

Two striking features emerge from examining the major Talmudic sugya on 
Bal Tashchit (Bava Kamma 91b-92a) in the context of perek ha’hovel...

1. There is a continuous interplay between the issues of physically 
damaging a person and damaging nature or property, (bal tashchit).

2. Consequently, the gemara shows that bal tashchit is subject to the same 
dilemma that we have identified above as applying to damages against 
a person: the unavoidable necessity of paying monetary compensation, 
coupled with a recognition that money cannot adequately do justice to 
the nature and extent of the damage.   

The first issue is telegraphed by the Mishnah on 90b:

“One who damages himself, even though he is not allowed to do so, is 
exempt from paying damages, but others who damage him are obligated 
to pay; and one who cuts down his (own) saplings, even though he is not 
allowed to do so is exempt from paying, but others who cut them down 
are obligated.

The precise structural parallels between these two apparently disparate 
statements, together with the conjunctive “and” that links them, points 
to some conceptual similarity between the issues of self-damage and 
damaging one’s trees.  

Another notable feature of the Mishnah is its use of “Kotzetz netiyotav,” 
cutting the saplings, as the instantiation of ba’al taschit. This is a resonant 
phrase. It is used on Hagigah to describe Elisha ben Abuyah’s apostasy. 
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In that context it refers to his cutting himself off from a relationship with 
the Source of all existence. It may be that using the same expression in 
our Mishnah is meant to suggest that one who wantonly destroys trees is 
similarly denying the Divine grounds of all life.15

The Gemara develops our sense of what sort of connection there may be 
between self-damage and destroying one’s own property. It attempts to 
derive the prohibition against self-harm from bal taschit. The argument 
given here in the name of Rabbi Elazar, is that one who tears his clothes 
excessively as a sign of mourning has violated bal taschit; so too, mutilating 
one’s body as a mourning practice should be forbidden a fortiori.16 

This reasoning relies on two interesting assumptions; first, that harm to 
one’s body and harm to one’s property (in this case clothes) are sufficiently 
similar that one can derive legal inferences from features that pertain in one 
case to the other, (which bears out observation 1 above) and second, that 
damage to one’s body is a more serious offence. Clothes (and, perhaps by 
extension, other physical possessions) are not mere appurtenances. They 
become bound up with the dignity and personhood of the owner, so that 
the obligation to protect and respect them from damage is related to the 
prohibition on damaging the person himself.

The gemara then challenges the whole argument by undermining this 
second assumption. It does so in two ways, first by quoting Rabbi 
Yochanan, who referred to his clothes as “those that do me honor.” The 
implicit argument here is that by conferring dignity on a person, clothes 
may be more deserving of respectful treatment than the man himself. 
Paradoxically, damage to a person’s garments could be a greater affront to 
what makes him distinctively human than damage to his person. 

The second way in which the gemara undermines our intuitive assumption 
that damaging one’s own person is necessarily more serious than damaging 
one’s property is by citing a story about Rav Hisda, who would lift up his 
robe while walking through a thistle field even though this allowed his legs 

15  I heard this suggestion from R. Dov Berkowitz.
16  BK 91b.
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to get scratched. Rav Hisda explained his action saying “this one (i.e. his 
leg) will heal itself, whereas the other one (his robe) will not.”17  The body’s 
powers of self-repair suggest to Rav Hisda that, given the choice, it may be 
less serious to damage oneself than one’s property. 

Note that the gemara is not making a positive claim to this effect. It is 
content to have undermined our natural sense that harming one’s body 
is obviously worse than harming one’s property. But its argument for 
doing so relies on there being an essential comparability between the two 
categories. 

Paying for the Loss of a Mitzvah.

Our theme of the adequacy of monetary compensation for non-monetary 
damage takes a fascinating twist just a few lines later. The gemara raises the 
case of someone who owns an ox that must be slaughtered or a tree that 
is required to be cut down.18 What if someone else comes and kills the ox 
or fells the tree before the owner can? The interloper is then liable to pay 
the owner monetary compensation for taking away his mitzvah; as the 
gemara continues, 

“And he will spill it (the blood of the sacrifice) and cover the blood.” (Lev. 
17:13.) The one who spills the blood shall cover it. It happened once that 
a man slaughtered an animal, someone else came and covered the blood, 
and Rabban Gamliel required the second man to pay the first ten gold 
coins.”19

It is striking that the gemara interposes this instance of paying monetary 
compensation for taking another’s mitzvah - that is for causing his 
neighbour some kind of spiritual loss - in the middle of the discussion 

17  Ibid.
18  BK 91b. The ox needs to be slaughtered because it has gored a person or another animal, and the tree must be 
cut down either because it is an ashera that has been worshipped idolatrously, or because it is in danger of falling 
over and killing someone. (See Rashi ad loc.)
19  Ibid. David… pointed out to me to me that the case of someone “stealing” the mitzvah of covering the blood 
is suggestive of taking from someone the life force that may be devoted to both spiritual and physical ends.
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of bal tashchit which deals with the destruction of property, with both 
issues being placed in a broader discussion of damage against the person. 
It seems that the gemara is suggesting an intrinsic connection between the 
three types of damage. It may also be that the case of paying compensation 
for taking someone’s mitzvah is meant as an extreme instance of the 
inadequacy of monetary reparation. How can gold compensate for 
loss of spiritual reward? By citing an instance where paying monetary 
compensation seems almost absurdly incommensurable with the harm 
done, the gemara highlights the problematic nature of financial payment 
in the cases of personal damage and bal tashchit as well. 

Can Chopping Down a Tree be Fatal?

The continuation of the gemara is well know: “Rav said: A palm tree 
producing one kab of fruit may not be cut down. 

An objection was raised: What quantity must an olive tree produce so 
that it should be forbidden to chop it down? A quarter of a kab: [The 
contradiction was resolved as follows] Olives are different as they are more 
important.”

With these statements, the gemara sets up economic criteria that limit the 
protection granted to fruit-bearing trees by “bal tashchit.”In case you might 
think that a palm tree which has produced one or two dates in the past 
decade should be immune from destruction, the Talmud informs us that 
the minimum annual yield must be a kab. (2.197 litres.) Then in response 
to a challenge, a smaller yield is stipulated for olive trees, which are more 
valuable. In both cases human-centered, economic considerations decide 
when the prohibition on cutting down a fruit tree may be overridden. 

But then, in an extraordinary move, the gemara continues in an entirely 
different register:

“R. Hanina said, Shibhath, my son only died because he cut down an olive 
tree before its time.  
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Ravina said, if the value (of the wood for other purposes) excludes that of 
the tree, then it is permitted (to cut it down.)”20

The editing here is remarkable. R. Hanina’s statement is inserted as 
an interruption to the halakhic discussion on when human use value 
outweighs bal taschit. For Ravina’s point refers back to our argument about 
the yield of palms and olive trees; it further limits the trees’ protection 
in a case where the use value of the wood is so great as to exceed that of 
the fruit. Ravina opens the door to far wider destruction of trees based on 
calculations of human benefit. It is as if the editor the sugya wants us to 
know, before telling us Ravina’s opinion, that cutting down trees can be 
mysteriously dangerous. R. Hanina’s son unaccountably died because he 
cut down a fig tree prematurely. One might say that by interrupting the 
halakhic discussion with the incident of R. Hanina’s son, the editor of the 
gemara enacts, or dramatizes the way in which natural processes beyond 
our understanding may suddenly disrupt the human-centered calculus on 
which so much of our interaction with nature is based. 

We will speculate in the conclusion about the meaning of R. Hanina’s 
shocking report of his son’s death. At this point let us note two things: 
firstly, the gemara is balancing and encompassing in one discussion 
radically different aspects of ba’al taschit; the utilitarian plane on which 
it is a matter of measuring the costs and benefits to people, and the level 
beyond full human understanding on which it partakes in matters of life 
and death.

Secondly, the death of R. Hanina’s son continues to be a live consideration 
in p’sak  almost to the present day. The halakhah deeply absorbs the idea 
that there is something potentially life-threatening in chopping down 
fruit-bearing trees. Already in gemara Bava Batra21 Rav Yosef refuses to 
personally chop down a tree that is interfering with his neighbour’s land. 
He invites the neighbour to chop it down if he so wishes, citing the story 
of Shibchas’ death as justification for his own reluctance. In the modern 

20  BK 91b.
21  26a
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era, R. Yaakov Emden,22 R. Yair Bacherach,23 and R. Moshe Sofer24 each 
wrote responsa that limited the rights of property owners to build at 
the expense of cutting down fruit trees, citing the danger of so doing. 
R. Sofer’s answer is particularly interesting as he writes explicitly against 
the backdrop of nineteenth century urbanization in Hungary and the 
consequent shortage of housing. Yet he says that even if extra housing 
needs to be built where a fruit tree stands, the tree must, if at all possible, 
be saved and replanted elsewhere.

Full Reconciliation

The final Mishnah of Hahovel makes most explicit the limitations of 
money in making good personal damage:

“Even though he gives him (all these five categories of payment), he is not 
forgiven until he requests (forgiveness from him.)”25

Paying monetary damages is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
reparation. The assailant must also ask forgiveness of his victim. The proof 
text is from Avraham’s encounter with Avimelekh in Genesis 20. In the 
verses cited, full forgiveness is only achieved when Avraham, the victim 
is able to pray for Avimelekh and his court to recover from the plague of 
childlessness with which they were smitten.

Conclusions

Our reading of Perek Hahovel illustrates the Talmud’s extended struggle 
between the monetary and non-monetary dimensions of personal damage. 
On the one hand, monetary compensation is necessary; on the other hand, 
the Talmud impresses on us that the nature of the damage, and hence too 
the nature of reparation goes far deeper than the merely financial.

22  Shel’elat Ya’avetz, 1:76.
23  Havat Yair, 175.
24  Hatam Sofer Y.D. 2:10
25  BK 92a. 
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We have seen too, how the sugya of bal tashchit is an instantiation of 
this same tension. The gemara teaches us that although practical decisions 
about the limitations of bal tashchit can only be made on a human 
centered, cost-benefit basis, we treat bal tashchit as merely a matter of 
monetary costs and benefits at our peril. We need to know that deeper and 
unquantifiable forces are at work. 

We noted the implicit and explicit connections in the mishnah and 
gemara between damage done to the human and natural worlds made. 
The two worlds are linked in a way that is at the same time most shocking 
and most obscure in the story of Shibchat, son of R. Hanina. 

Methodologically, focusing on one chapter of gemara has its own costs 
and benefits. On the one hand, it foregoes the chronological perspective 
gained by surveying the whole historical development of the sources. Such a 
survey of the application of a concept up to the present enables us to gain a 
more practical sense of how the concept should be applied today, allowing 
us to say with greater confidence “the Jewish view of x today is y.” On the 
other hand, participating in the gemara’s struggles to balance different, 
legitimate understandings of an idea enables us to absorb the gemara’s 
way of thinking about a problem in all its complexity. Internalizing that 
perspective gives a different, and arguably a deeper “Jewish view of…”

One obvious implication of our discussion for environmental policy is 
that willingness to pay compensation after the fact does not permit one 
to cause environmental damage that will harm human beings. The damage 
goes beyond money, and so is not adequately repaired by money. Climate 
change is an environmental damage that is predicted to cause massive 
damage to people, through drought, disease, displacement of populations, 
etc. Returning to the Stern Review on climate change policy, our analysis 
strengthens the criticisms of Stern. Even if his calculations of the costs and 
benefits had come out differently, we would still be ethically required to 
take action to avert the likely human damage of impending climate change. 
This seems to have implications for the policy discussion of whether the 
best regulatory regime for limiting global carbon emissions is a carbon 
tax, or a cap and trade regime that will place absolute limits on emissions. 

Can Carbon Taxation Absolve Us of Our Environmental Responsibilities?
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A carbon tax implies that polluters internalize the economic costs of their 
actions. But as we have seen, a willingness to pay damages does not confer 
a license to commit damage.   
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A Bound They May

Not Break

Aharon Ariel Lavi

Is Global Warming an evolution, or perhaps a 
mutation of the flood? Reflections on the essence 
of our generation’s manmade ecological disaster

Awareness of the threat of global warming has increased considerably in 
the past few years, and nowadays most of us know that it is melting the 
polar icecaps and causing a rise in sea level. The story of Noah and the 
flood in the Torah requires us to examine this issue from the perspective 
of Jewish roots and heritage due to the frightening similarity between the 
two phenomena.

We shall start with an essential explanation, yet as brief as possible, of 
the phenomenon of global warming. The Earth possesses an atmosphere 
composed mostly of nitrogen, one fifth oxygen, a small percentage of noble 
gases, and about 25% carbon dioxide, which we will be paying special 
attention to for now (henceforth we will refer to it simply as “carbon”). 
Carbon and oxygen are two foes that give birth to each other, and kill 
each other. When breathing, we inhale a small part of the atmosphere, 
absorb its oxygen and exhale everything we don’t need, including carbon. 
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In principle, this same process occurs in the burning of fossil fuels (such 
as oil and gas), which exchange oxygen for carbon when they burn (this is 
why candles ‘choke’ and go out when they are covered). 

On the other hand there are trees (and other green leafy plants) who at 
night  work like us – absorbing oxygen and emitting carbon, but during 
the daytime they perform an opposite and most important function: they 
absorb carbon and emit oxygen back into the atmosphere. Some of the 
carbon absorbed by the plants remains trapped within them, and they end 
up producing more oxygen than carbon. This and several other elements 
associated with the global “carbon cycle,” such as carbon absorption by 
sea shells or its confinement in the ground by rain, help maintain the 
atmospheric balance that enables life to exist on Earth.  

Now let us look to the sun. The sun emits energy in the form of solar 
radiation, but most of the heat we feel does not come from this direct 
radiation (although we feel it when we are sunbathing, for instance), but 
rather from the heat being reemitted from the Earth after it was heated by 
the solar radiation. Not all of the radiation from the sun is absorbed by 
the face of the Earth and the oceans, since they reflect some of it back to 
space. At this point the atmosphere comes into the picture and traps some 
of the reflected radiation and creates a sort of “Greenhouse Effect” for us – 
when, for the allegory of it, planet Earth is the garden-bed, the atmosphere 
a nylon enclosure, and we are the tomatoes. The greenhouse effect is 
actually a blessing and we should thank G-D for it, because without it we 
would be really, really cold. The main atmospheric element responsible 
for the heat confinement is Carbon Dioxide. And this is exactly where 
the problem arises: the more carbon there is in the atmosphere, the more 
heat is confined in the global greenhouse, and the balance is violated. The 
temperature rises and the tomatoes face the danger of withering.

Self Induced Suffocation

The conventional theory about the global warming is simple. Since 
the industrial revolution began, the human species has burnt unknown 
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quantities of mineral ores, such as coal and oil.  When they burn, they 
release toxic materials to the air, which mostly have local impact, but 
they also release carbon, which aggravates the warming explained above. 
Additional reasons for rising carbon levels are the huge cattle herds which 
emit methane (there are about 1.5 billion head of cattle in the world), as 
well as the clearing and burning of forests throughout the world, which 
reduces the natural carbon recycling. Recent research also shows that the 
warming is becoming self-propelled, since the oceans cannot hold as much 
carbon as they used to. Oceans are the largest deposits of CO2 on earth, 
and when the average temperature rises their evaporation rate increases. So 
more carbon is released into the atmosphere, and accelerates the warming, 
and so on.

There is no scientific argument against the warming itself, simply because 
it can be accurately and empirically measured. It has already been proven 
that the average global temperature has risen by more than a whole 
degree since the beginning of the industrial revolution. It has also been 
proven that this warming is related to the dramatic change in climate we 
all witness throughout the world: huge floods, increasing frequency of 
hurricanes and prolonged droughts. The debate has been about the causes 
of the warming: are they anthropogenic (meaning man-made) or maybe 
unrelated to us? By 2005, this discussion had started to conclude that the 
former is correct, and rival theories have lost their grasp among most of 
the scientific community. Nevertheless, we will add a few words about 
competing theories later on.

Global warming has many effects, not all of which are currently known. 
The good news are that it will not be apocalyptic as portrayed in the 
movie, The Day After Tomorrow, in which the climate shifts within a two-
week period and New York becomes a popsicle. The even better news is 
that planet Earth itself is bound to survive, no matter what we do to it. 
The bad news is that most of what is described in the movie is realistically 
going to happen in the next 100 years, and that’s not much time at all. 
Also, unfortunately, the mere survival of the ecological system does not 
necessarily include the survival of humanity as we know it. The short-term 
effects of global warming include changes in rainfall (fewer rainstorms but 
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more powerful and disastrous ones, with periods of drought); distortion 
of life-cycles (such as changes in season times which accelerate animal 
extinction); and of course, the well-known and dangerous phenomenon of 
the melting icecaps which raises sea-levels. It is predicted that a rise of a few 
meters in sea-level will flood enormous areas displacing millions of people. 
On the other hand, scientific predictions are inherently flawed. Take for 
example a study from the 19th century which determined that the streets 
of London would become blocked by mountains of manure because of 
the increasing number of horse carts. The inevitable flaw in this study was 
that it simply didn’t predict the development of the Underground and fuel 
engines. Likewise extra caution must be taken when attempting to predict 
much more complicated processes, like global warming. It could be worse 
than the common predictions, or it could be better.  What is certain is 
that something is about to happen and we’d better be prepared for it, and 
moreover – try to understand it. 

From the Flood Generation to the Warming Generation

Is global warming the flood decree of our generation? Two main differences 
between the phenomena are the time scale (dozens of years versus forty 
days) and also our improved understanding of the physical process today. 
On the other hand, the spiritual and divine causes are concealed from 
us. Nevertheless, we shall try to go into spiritual observation of this 
phenomenon, which is strikingly absent from the debate around it, mainly 
dealing with scientists’ terrorization, politicians’ promises and the business 
world’s efforts to gain enormous profits from the whole story.

There are several interesting similarities between the flood of Noah’s 
generation and the warming in ours. First of all there is the apocalyptic 
aspect, the end of history as we know it. The human reaction to such things 
is, naturally, denial. The denial stands out mostly from certain scientists 
who still try to persuade us (and themselves) that while global warming is a 
reality, it is not related to us and there is nothing we can do to stop it. This 
gives us a free hand to carry on polluting undisturbed. We will get to their 
scientific arguments shortly, but it seems that, for all intents and purposes, 
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this approach (known to us not only from the ecological field) is based 
on assumptions which absolve humans from responsibility for their own 
actions, and removes the connection between the actions of the individual 
and the state of the society. For the sake of intellectual integrity, let us 
assume that there is some chance that these scientists are right – and then 
we face reality more horrifying than we can imagine. The world is warming 
and is about to change completely, and there is nothing we can do about 
it. On the other hand, it would be quite ridiculous to claim that none 
of the industrial activity carried out over the last 150 years has had any 
significant effect on the environment. Therefore we should all put a lot of 
thought into dealing with the new situations, which manifest themselves 
in front of our eyes, and take responsibility for our actions. 

In fact, we can actually find reinforcement for the arguments of the 
opposing scientists in the Torah, based on the promise that there will never 
be another ecological cataclysm such as the flood: ‘And I will remember 
my covenant, which is between me and you and every living creature of 
all flesh, and the waters will no more become a flood to destroy all flesh’ 
(Genesis 9:15). We also have an explicit promise in the Book of Psalms 
specifically about the rising of sea level: ‘Thou hast set a bound that they 
may not break, that they turn not again to cover the earth’ (Psalms 104:9). 
The Malbim1 commentates this as follows: ‘The Lord has put a boundary 
to the sea around, that they may not pass this boundary lest they return 
again to cover the earth, as it was in the beginning of creation’. 

On the other hand, let us remember that it is written in the Talmud that 
‘On the whole world he does not bring [a flood], but on a single nation he 
does’ (Sota 11a). Indeed, even the worst scenarios of global warming don’t 
mention covering all of the land with water, and even not most of it. The 
main areas to be covered are the low beach areas, such as Bangladesh and 
Scandinavia, and indeed specific nations will be hurt. Furthermore, there 
are those who say that the melting of the icecaps is not the same as the 
flood, which was mainly a result of rain. But those who read carefully will 

1  Rabbi Meir Leibosh son of Yechiel Michael (1879-1809). One of the main Bible commentators.

A Bound They May Not Break



99

notice that the Midrash from the Tractate Sota refers to the downfall of 
the Egyptians in the Red Sea, which is related to the sea alone. Moreover, 
Noah’s flood also includes ‘All the fountains of the great deep’ (Genesis 
7:11), which means that the word ‘Flood’ refers in a wider sense to large 
natural disasters driven by water. Hence a clue that maybe the melting 
icecaps are not the only (perhaps not even the main) problem caused by 
global warming – as has been discovered in the last decade. If we look 
at the Holy Land, for example, it is clear that the effect of the icecaps 
melting will not be felt as much because the Mediterranean Sea is a few 
meters lower than the ocean (Strange but true, due to more intensive 
evaporation). In addition, most of Israel’s coastline is found on an elevated 
gravel cliff. However, one thing that is going to get worse in Israel is the 
water shortage and the expansion of the desert. This occurs because global 
warming presses the rain-line (called ‘Isohyets’) farther north and south, 
and dehydrates the center of the globe.

Even without the entire planet covered by water, our situation is going 
to be severe enough that we must take it seriously. The consolation 
prophecies quoted above, do not absolve us from the attempt to rectify 
everything possible, while we still can. We find this also in the writings 
of another Torah commentator, the ‘Toldoth Yitzchak’2, commenting on 
a different verse: ‘While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, and cold 
and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease’ 
(Genesis 8:22). In this verse, G-D promises that the cycles of nature will 
not change, and the commentary says that this verse was necessary because 
after G-D revealed that there will never be another flood, he had to warn: ‘I 
still have means to settle things with you’. This means that indeed another 
flood in the scale of Noah’s days will not repeat itself, but punishments in 
the form of natural disasters will happen as a result of the sins of men.

The correlation between the sin and global disaster is better clarified 
through the effects brought in the Talmud: ‘Everything is in the hands 
of Heaven, except frost and heat’ (Avoda Zara 3b). This means that all 

2   Composed by Rabbi Yitzchak Karo (1458-1535), Uncle of Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575), who composed the 
'Sholchan Aruch'.
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damages are due to divine decree (whether or not we recognize the reason), 
but frostbite and heatstroke are direct outcomes of human deeds. Reish 
Lakish3 continues: ‘There is no Hell in the future, but the Lord takes the 
Sun out of its case and glooms – The wicked ones are sentenced by it and 
the righteous ones are healed by it’. Elsewhere (Bava Metzi’a 86b), Rashi4 
explains that the meaning of the term ‘takes the Sun out of its case’ is: ‘to 
make the Sun shine powerfully’ - And maybe this is the right point to say 
a few things about a competing theory on global warming. 

It seems that the amount of radiation emitted by the sun changes 
periodically. This phenomenon is explained by the appearance and 
disappearance of spots on the sun, dark areas created by intensive magnetic 
activity. Their amount is related to the shift in the Sun’s magnetic polarity, 
which is inverted every 11 years.  At the peak of the inversion, the poles 
might pass one in front of the other, the magnetic friction in this case 
increases and more spots are created. Although the spot creates a relatively 
cooler zone, on its margins the radiation is stronger than usual, so it works 
out paradoxically that the more spots there are, the stronger the sun’s 
radiation. This process continues to increase, but a few scientists still try 
to connect all of the global warming to it, discharging humanity of any 
responsibility. Indeed most scientists agree that the sunspots also have an 
effect on our climate, but they add that this effect is merely a partner to 
the greenhouse gases, and not the main factor. This is mostly because the 
warming is taking place too quickly for it to be related to sunspots alone.

We will mention also a third theory, even less popular, which maintains 
that since Earth’s magnetic Poles are also put in constant inversion (an 
uncontroversial fact) a movement of the polar continents themselves 
towards the equator occurs. That is why they melt every 5,000 years or 
so and change the climate in the whole world (a longstanding theory). 
A foundation for this theory is found in ancient maps restored by a 16th 

3 Reish Lakish is a shortening for 'Rabbi Shimon son of Lakish'. Reish Lakish was one of the greatest Sages in the 
second generation of the Amorai'm.
4 Rabbi Shelomo Yitzchaki (1105-1040), the greatest commentator on the Bible and the Talmud in the Middle 
Ages. 
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century Turkish Admiral, Piri Reis. These maps are based on sketches 
he collected from the central archive of Constantinople and from what 
was left of the ancient library of Alexandria. His maps show Antarctica’s 
northern coastline as it looks without the icecap (which is 1.6 km thick 
nowadays) and they fit precisely to the line discovered in the fifties with 
seismographic mapping, hence their great reliability. Scientifically it has 
been estimated that the covering of Antarctica with ice took place about 
5,000 years ago, and the most significant event from that time which we 
know about is the flood. The flood is also mentioned in different forms 
in the Babylonian ‘Tales of Gilgamesh’, and in Greek, Roman, Irish and 
even Hindu traditions. The dating of Reis’s maps fits also to the era before 
this changeover. All of this data combines also with some sort of 5,125 
years long natural cycle discovered by the Mayans and placed in their 
calendar. The end of the previous Mayan cycle was approximately in the 
year 3,114 BC (which suits the time north Antarctica was covered with ice, 
and approximately the time of the flood the Torah tells about). The end 
of the current cycle will be on the 20th of December 2012. Here as well we 
shouldn’t drift to ‘Armageddon’ style forecasts, but this theory argues that 
the global warming is merely a symptom of a much bigger process, which 
is completely independent of us (at least on the visible plane of reality) and 
with an end no one can precisely predict. 

A Cycle of Reward and Punishment

Until now we have seen that the global warming has both human and 
cyclic-natural factors. However, the origin of the latter is in the flood as 
well, which was a punishment laid on the world due to the evil deeds of 
mankind, as the Sephorno5 writes on the following verse (Genesis 8:22): 
‘For before the flood… It was then always spring time, and in it there was 
the general rectification for the elements and for the plants and for the 
animals and for the length of their days. And he said that this shall be 
throughout all the days of the Earth until the almighty G-D will correct 

5 Rabbi Ovadya Sephorno (1476-1550), a major Torah commentator who lived in Italy.
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what has been spoiled in the flood’. This means that before the flood 
the world was in a state of constant spring, and since the sins, the spring 
became merely a part within a cycle of seasons. In a broader sense - general 
periodical climate changes, which repeat themselves annually, started to 
run (and they shall never cease, as promised). 

   In our days, with the new sins of mankind, which include excessive abuse 
of the environment (and each other), we threaten to burden sin upon sin 
and once again alter circularity – only not towards a ‘general rectification’ 
for the elements and the plants, but rather towards complete depravation 
of them. From what the Sephorno says we can also find a basis for the 
more pessimistic assumptions in the scientific community, which state that 
a sudden world-wide natural disaster is possible. That is because Earth’s 
systems are built on gentle equilibriums and barriers, and a change in one 
(such as the sub-ocean streams) can collapse the whole system like a tower 
of cards. But according to the Sephorno, this collapse will be the darkness 
that comes before sunrise, for after it ‘G-d will correct what has been 
spoiled in the flood’. Indeed, a tropical climate in most parts of the world 
is possible, and as mentioned earlier, we have accurate maps of the past, 
which prove that 5,000 years ago there was no ice in North-Antarctica. As 
we know, human civilization existed next to it. But the prophecy on this 
matter is not given to us.

Together We Rise and Together We Fall

If we continue our reflections we will find out that what is special about 
global warming, and about the flood as well, is that it is the second time 
in the history of humanity in which it faces a completely global problem, 
with dramatic personal implications for each and every one of us, and 
astronomical costs to global economy. But the most important thing is 
that each and every one of us is a partner to the creation of this problem 
with every simple act he or she takes – and this is the key to the solution. 
This is no asteroid that a successful and resourceful government can deal 
with alone, or a terrifying monster, which some super-hero could destroy 
and thereby gain eternal fame as in the comic books. We face a serious 
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and acute problem, and the only solution is for each and every one of 
us six billion here on earth to take personal responsibility for it. As with 
the corruption of the ways upon the earth in the generation of the flood, 
from humanity’s point of view, we will find out that in the generation of 
the flood it was actually over-affinity with nature that brought destruction 
upon that generation - since they held sexual intercourse one species with 
another, and therefore cancelled the boundaries and limits set by G-d. 
Likewise, in the following generation, the generation of the Split (The 
Tower of Babylon), humanity became united, but only in order to estrange 
itself from nature and rebel against the Kingdom of Heaven. 

In our generation it seems that these two previous ones are dangerously 
merging. On the one hand, it has become quite popular to think that man 
is nothing more than an evolved amoeba. However, instead of a closer 
affinity with nature, a startling alienation from it is forming amongst a 
humanity that shuts itself in Babylon-like towers crafted by its own hands, 
while cutting the very same branch that supports it. 

The corruption of the earth and all its ways brought upon humanity the 
flood and gave us a fresh start, but it was also a lesson for all generations. In 
our generation we witness the corruption of human ways in manners both 
similar and different from those of the flood’s generation. Although we 
understand the connection between car ignition and the blazing heat, we 
cannot ignore the almost self-evident connection between the corruption 
of our morals and the disasters inflicted upon us. The selfish relationship 
we have developed with nature is nothing less than a direct outcome of the 
self-centered relationships we have developed between ourselves. In this 
sense, maybe global warming is also a lesson for humanity, and if we do 
not learn this lesson we will have to learn another more difficult one. 

It is difficult to say exactly what the lessons and morals are. According to 
the common theory we are supposed to understand that our actions have 
consequences and that we have to take responsibility for them. If we lean 
toward the other theories we have presented here, we can conclude that 
with all due respect to human progress, forces greater than humanity can 
destroy it. Maybe this is a lesson of modesty for all mankind, which sailed 
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a bit too far with its own delusions of grandeur. At any rate, it is clear 
that if all we learn from the current crisis is how to run cars using water 
molecules, our profits will turn out to be losses. For without rectification 
of the foundations and moral codes of our society, and its relationship 
with G-d, the next catastrophe is only a matter of time.

Between Noah and Abraham

In conclusion, it is worthwhile to recall the Midrash which explains the 
fundamental difference between Noah and Abraham. Facing the same 
situation, a whole world going in the wrong direction, the first chose to 
ignore and save his own soul, while the second chose to try and turn the 
people back to the right path and save them from the disaster. As we stand 
once again in front of a whole world going in the wrong direction (and not 
only in the ecological sense), the choice is in our hands to either pray that 
a place will be found for us on ‘Noah’s Ark 2050’, a spaceship sent into 
deep space loaded with biological samples; or perhaps to stand in front 
of the enormous drift of mass culture, as Abraham did in his generation, 
and demand a change.
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The Importance of
Productive Trees and the 

Consequences of Their 
Destruction

Akiva Wolff

The prohibition of bal tashchis, which proscribes the needless destruction 
of anything man can benefit from, appears in Devarim 20:19: 

¨ÔÊ¯‚ ÂÈÏÚ Á„Ï ‰ˆÚ ˙‡ ˙ÈÁ˘˙ ‡Ï ¨‰˘Ù˙Ï ÂÈÏÚ ÌÁÏ‰Ï ÌÈ·¯ ÌÈÓÈ ¯ÈÚ Ï‡ ¯Âˆ˙ ÈÎ 
®ËÈ∫Î ÌÈ¯·„© Æ¯ÂˆÓ· ÍÈÙÓ ‡·Ï ‰„˘‰ ıÚ Ì„‡‰ ÈÎ ¨˙Â¯Î˙ ‡Ï Â˙‡Â ÏÎ‡˙ ÂÓÓ ÈÎ

When you besiege a city for many days to wage war against it, to seize 
it; do not destroy its tree, by swinging an axe against it; for from it you 
will eat, and you shall not cut it down; because man is a tree of the field, 
to come against you in a siege. 

Interestingly, bal tashchis is taught in the context of cutting down fruit-
producing trees during a military siege. The Torah places great importance 
on the preservation of fruit-producing trees. It may be that in the eyes 
of Chazal, fruit-producing trees symbolize the productive natural world, 
which is the life-support system for man.

This concept, of trees representing the natural world, is beautifully 
conveyed in the following Midrash from Koheles Rabba:1

1  Ecclesiastes Rabbah (Vilna, 1878), vol. 2, sect.7:13, p. 39.
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 ‰‡¯ ÂÏ ¯Ó‡Â Ô„Ú Ô‚ ÈÏÈ‡ ÏÎ ÏÚ Â¯ÈÊÁ‰Â ÂÏË ÔÂ˘‡¯‰ Ì„‡ ˙‡ ‰¢·˜‰ ‡¯·˘ ‰Ú˘·
 Ï˜Ï˜˙ ‡Ï˘ Í˙Ú„ Ô˙ ¨È˙‡¯· ÍÏÈ·˘· È˙‡¯·˘ ‰Ó ÏÎÂ Ô‰ ÔÈÁ·Â˘ÓÂ ÌÈ‡ ‰ÓÎ È˘ÚÓ

  ®Ê ‰˘¯Ù ®‡ÏÈÂ© ‰·¯ ˙Ï‰˜© ÍÈ¯Á‡ Ô˜˙È˘ ÈÓ ÔÈ‡ ˙Ï˜Ï˜ Ì‡˘ ¨ÈÓÏÂÚ ˙‡ ·È¯Á˙Â

When G-d created the first man he took him and showed him all the 
trees of the Garden of Eden and said to him “See my works, how 
beautiful and praiseworthy they are. And everything that I created, I 
created it for you. Be careful not to spoil or destroy my world – for if 
you do, there will be nobody after you to repair it. (emphasis added)

Note that this Midrash singles out trees, the trees of the Garden of Eden 
– rather than the Garden of Eden itself - to represent the natural world, 
the work of the Creator. 

Trees are the pinnacle of the vegetative world, which transforms the earth 
into an environment capable of supporting other forms of life such as 
animals and humans. In other words, trees and other vegetation make the 
planet into a life support system for other forms of life, and ultimately for 
man. This is also expressed by the Sifrei2: 

® ‚¯ ‡˜ÒÈÙ ÌÈ¯·„ È¯ÙÒ© ÔÏÈ‡‰ ÔÓ ‡Ï‡ ÌÈ‡ Ì„‡ Ï˘ ÂÈÈÁ˘ „ÓÏÓ ¨‰„˘‰ ıÚ Ì„‡‰ ÈÎ

[the phrase] ‘because a man is a tree of the field’ teaches that the life of 
man is only from the tree.

Similarly, R. Avraham Ibn Ezra writes3:

  ®ËÈ ˜ÂÒÙ Î ˜¯Ù ÌÈ¯·„ ‡¯ÊÚ Ô·‡© ‰„˘‰ ıÚ ‡Â‰ Ì„‡ Ô· ÈÈÁ ÈÎ ∫ÌÚË‰Â ¨‰„˘‰ ıÚ Ì„‡‰ ÈÎ

“Because a man is a tree of the field” teaches that the life of a person is 
[dependent on] a tree of the field.

Both the Sifrei and Ibn Ezra – who lived at a later time - state that human 
life is dependent on trees. Similarly, R. Bachya ben Asher, also known as 
Rabbeinu Bachya writes4:

2  Sifri, p. 239 (piska 203).
3  Toras Chayim, Deut: Ibn Ezra, pp. 174 (Deut. 20:19). Ibn Ezra is apparently quoting from an earlier source, the 
Sifrei, listed above.
4  R. Bachya, vol. 3, p. 372 (Deut. 20:19).
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 ˘Ù ÈÎ ®„Î ÌÈ¯·„© ·Â˙Î˘ ÔÈÈÚÎÂ ¨‰„˘‰ ıÚ ‡Â‰ ÂÂÊÓÂ Ì„‡‰ ÈÈÁ ÈÎ Ï¢Ê ÌÈ˘¯ÙÓ‰ Â˘¯ÈÙ
 Ï‡ Í˘Ó Ì„‡‰ ÈÎ È˙Ú„ ÈÙÏÂ ÆÂ· ‰Î¯· ÈÎ Â‰˙ÈÁ˘˙ ‡Ï˘ ÍÂÂˆÓ ÈÎ‡ ÔÎ ÏÚÂ ¨Ï·ÂÁ ‡Â‰
 ÔÈ‡Â ¨Ì„‡‰ ÂÓÎ ¯ÂˆÓ· ÍÈÙÓ ‡Â·È˘ ‰„˘‰ ıÚ Ì„‡‰ ‡Ï ÈÎ ·Â˙Î‰ ¯Â‡·Â ˙Â¯Î˙ ‡Ï
 ‰Ê· ÁÎ ‡ÈˆÂ‰Ï ÍÏ ÔÈ‡ ÍÎÏÂ ¨˙ÏÚÂ˙ ‡ÏÏ ÈÂ‡¯‰ ¯·„‰ ˙ÈÁ˘‰Ï ÔÂ·Â ÌÎÁ ÌÚ ˙ÂÏÂÚÙÓ
 ÂÓÓ ÈÎ Â‰Ê ¨˙ÏÚÂ˙‰ ÂÓÓ Á˜˙Â Â˜ÊÈ‰ÓÂ Â˙Â‡ ˙ÈÁ˘‰Ó ¯ÂÓ˘˙˘ ‡Ï‡ ‰„˘‰ ıÚ ˙Â¯ÎÏ

®ËÈ∫Î ÌÈ¯·„ ¨ÈÈÁ· Â·¯© ˙ÏÚÂ˙‰ „ÈÒÙÓÂ ˜ÈÊÓ ˙‡ˆÓ Â˙ÈÁ˘Ó ‰˙‡ Ì‡Â ¨ÏÎ‡˙

The commentators explain that the life of man and his food is [from] 
a tree of the field…and it is not the way of a wise and understanding 
nation to needlessly destroy something so worthy, and therefore you 
shouldn’t cut down a tree of the field, rather you should protect it from 
destruction and damage, and take benefit from it. If you destroy it, the 
benefit will be damaged and lessened. 

It is unclear in the above commentaries just what is meant by ‘man’s life 
depends on trees’. The first two commentaries (Sifrei and Ibn Ezra) might 
suggest that this is describing the fact that trees provide food for man 
– although it would seem that tree fruits are rarely a significant part of 
man’s nutrition. The last commentary, from Rabbeinu Bachya, suggests 
that there is something very important that these trees provide in addition 
to food (the life of man and his food is [from] a tree of the field). In 
light of current knowledge, trees and other photosynthesizers also produce 
oxygen – which is vital for man’s existence in this world. Nevertheless, it 
seems unlikely that Rebbeinu Bachya is referring directly to oxygen, which 
was only discovered hundreds of years later.

R. Yaakov Kuli, one of the authors of Me’Am Loez writes5:

 Ẫ È˙ ÌÈÓÎÁ˘ „Ú ÌÏÂÚ‰ ÌÂÈ˜Ï ÍÎ ÏÎ ·Â˘Á ÔÏÈ‡‰Â ¨ÔÏÈ‡‰ ÔÓ ‡Ï‡ ÌÈ‡ Ì„‡ Ï˘ ÂÈÈÁÂ
 ÂÓÏÂÚ· ¯ÒÈÁ ‡Ï˘ ÍÂ¯· Í¯·Ó˘ ¨ÌÈ·Ï·ÏÓ ˙ÂÏÈ‡ ‰‡Â¯Â ÔÒÈ ÈÓÈ· ‡ˆÂÈÏ ˙„ÁÂÈÓ ‰Î¯·

Æ˛∂Ì„‡ È· Ì‰Ó ˙ÂÈ‰Ï¸ ˙Â·ÂË ˙ÂÏÈ‡Â ˙Â·ÂË ˙ÂÈ¯· Â· ‡¯·Â

Man’s life is dependent on trees, and the tree is so important for the 
existence of the world that the sages established a special blessing to 

5  R. Yaakov Kuli, Yalkut Me’am Loez, ed. and trans. Shmuel Yerushalmi (Jerusalem, 1970), p. 775.
6  The prevailing custom is to end the blessing with these words ‘for the benefit of man’ (see for example B.T. 
Brachos 43b, Rosh Hashana 11a where these words are included).
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those who go out in the days of [the Hebrew month of] Nisan and see 
blossoming trees. They bless: Blessed [is He] that nothing is lacking 
in His world and He created good creations and good trees [for the 
benefit of man]”

R. Kuli expresses the importance of trees to the existence of the world, and 
to the benefit of man. There doesn’t seem to be any comparable blessing 
– uniquely singled out for one of the natural wonders of the creation that 
provides continuous benefit to man7. This despite the fact that there are 
other important aspects of the natural world, which might be considered 
at least as important to man, such as the rainfall or the harvesting of crops. 
This blessing is said only on the blossoms of fruit-producing trees8. 

Despite the importance of trees, the prohibition of bal tashchis is not a 
blanket prohibition against cutting down productive trees. As the Talmud 
teaches, these trees can be cut down if the need is sufficient, such as for 
the sake of greater economic utility9.

 °Ú·Â¯ øÂˆˆ˜È ‡ÏÂ ˙ÈÊ· ‡‰È ‰ÓÎ ∫È·È˙ÈÓ Æ‰Èˆˆ˜ÓÏ ¯ÂÒ‡ ≠ ‡·˜ ÔÚË„ ‡Ï˜È„ ∫·¯ ¯Ó‡
 Æ‰ÓÊ ‡Ï· ‡˙È‡˙ ı˜„ ‡Ï‡ ¨È¯· ˙Á·È˘ ·ÈÎ˘ ‡Ï ∫‡ÈÁ ¯¢‡ ÆÈ·È˘Á„ ¨ÌÈ˙ÈÊ È‡˘
  ®· „ÂÓÚ ‡ˆ Û„ ‡Ó˜ ‡·· ˙ÎÒÓ ÈÏ·· „ÂÓÏ˙© Æ¯˙ÂÓ ≠ ÌÈÓ„· ‰ÏÂÚÓ ‰È‰ Ì‡Â ∫‡È·¯ ¯Ó‡

Rav said, “It is forbidden to destroy a date tree that yields [at least] a 
kab (a volume of approximately 2.2 liters) of fruit.” [The Talmud cites 
an objection] “What is the minimum yield for an olive tree to prohibit 
its destruction”? “¼ kab”. [The Talmud resolves the difficulty] “Olives 
are different, since they’re more valuable.” Rav Hanina said “Shivchas 
my son died [prematurely] because he cut down a fig tree before its 
time”. Ravina said, “If [the fruit-producing tree] is worth more [when 
cut down] then it is permissible [to cut it down]”.

While the Talmud rules that it is permissible to destroy a fruit-producing 
tree for the sake of greater economic utility, the same passage mysteriously 

7  Blessings are sometimes made on other natural occurrences such as the new rainfall (see B.T. Brachos 59b), but 
these are more general blessings on something giving benefit to man and not particular to the natural occurrence.
8  Shulchan Arukh (Standard Format edition) (Jerusalem, 2005), Orach Chayim, vol. 1, 226:1, p. 309.
9  B.T. Baba Kama 91b 
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includes an additional consideration – the mortal danger that can result 
from destroying such a tree (Rav Hanina said “Shivchas my son died 
[prematurely] because he cut down a fig tree before its time). This is 
reiterated in another Talmudic passage10:

 È·˙È È¯ÂÙˆ Â˙‡ ÂÂ‰ ¨ÛÒÂÈ ·¯„ ‡ÒÈ„¯Ù„ ‡¯ˆÈÓ‡ ÈÏ˜È„ Â‰‰ ‰ÈÏ ÂÂ‰ ÔÁ ·¯ ¯· ‡·¯
 Ó¢‰  ∫Ï¢‡  °ÈÏ  È˜ÈÁ¯‡  ‡‰Â  ∫Ï¢‡  ¨ıÂ˜  ÏÈÊ  ∫Ï¢‡  ª‰ÈÏ  È„ÒÙÓÂ  ‡ÒÈ„¯Ù·  È˙ÁÂ  ÈÏ˜È„·
 ÔÏÈ‡ Ó¢‰ ∫Ï¢‡ °ÔÏÈ‡ ÏÎ „Á‡Â ÌÈÙ‚ „Á‡ ∫Ô˙ Ô‡ ‡‰Â ÆÈÙË ÔÈÚ· ÌÈÙ‚Ï Ï·‡ ¨˙ÂÏÈ‡Ï
 È‡‰ ∫·¯ ¯Ó‡„ ¨‡ˆÈÈ˜ ‡Ï ‡‡ ∫Ï¢‡ ÆÈÙË ÔÈÚ· ÌÈÙ‚Ï ÔÏÈ‡ Ï·‡ ¨ÌÈÙ‚Ï ÌÈÙ‚Â ÔÏÈ‡Ï
 ı˜„ ‡Ï‡ ¨È¯· ˙ÁÎ˘ ·ÈÎ˘ ‡Ï ∫‡ÈÁ ß¯  ¯Ó‡Â ¨‰ÈÈˆ˜ÓÏ ¯ÂÒ‡ ≠ ‡·˜ ÔÈÚË„ ‡Ï˜È„
  ®‡ „ÂÓÚ ÂÎ Û„ ‡¯˙· ‡·· ˙ÎÒÓ ÈÏ·· „ÂÓÏ˙© ÆıÂ˜ÈÏ ‰ÈÏ ‡ÁÈ È‡ ¯Ó ¨‰ÈÓÈÊ ‡Ï· ‡˙‡˙

Raba, son of Rav Hanan had date trees next to a vineyard of Rav Yosef. 
Birds used to roost in the date trees and fly down and damage the vines 
[of Rav Yosef]. Rav Yosef told him [Raba] “Go cut them [the date trees] 
down!”….. Raba said, “I won’t cut them down because Rav has said that 
it is forbidden to cut down a date tree that yields [at least] a kab of dates 
and Rav Hanina said ‘My son Shikchas only died because he cut down a 
fig tree before its time’. You sir can cut it down if you want.”

In both of these passages, the Talmud uncritically attributes the premature 
death of Shikchas (or Shichvas), the son of Rabbi Chanina to “cutting 
down a fig tree before its time”. The sages took this danger very seriously, 
citing the Jewish legal principle: ®∫È  ÔÈÏÂÁ©  ‡¯ÂÒÈ‡Ó  ‡˙ÎÒ  ‡¯ÈÓÁ [We are 
obligated to be] more stringent with a danger than with a [Torah] 
prohibition11.

There is disagreement amongst the halachic authorities as to whether the 
mortal danger from destroying a productive fruit-producing tree exists 
independently of the prohibition of bal tashchis. For example, R. Ovadia 
Yosef writes that if there is no prohibition of bal tashchis, then there is no 
danger, for one is dependent on the other. He brings prominent Rishonim 
and Acharonim, such as the Rambam, the Rosh and the Taz as a proof, 
since they make no mention of mortal danger when discussing situations 

10  B.T. Baba Basra 26a
11  B.T. Chullin 10a  
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where destroying food producing trees is permitted12. On the other hand, 
many authorities13 such as R. Yaakov Emden, the Chasam Sofer and the 
Maharsham rule that the two (the prohibition and the danger) operate 
independently. According to these authorities, even in cases where it is 
legally permitted to cut down the tree – for example, if the wood of the 
tree is more valuable than the fruits, or if the landowner needs the site 
where the tree is growing for a more important purpose - the danger 
remains. The concern over the danger in cutting down a food producing 
tree was sufficient to prevent some Poskim from permitting cutting them 
down even where it was legally justified14. As with the prohibition of bal 
tashchis, the danger of cutting down a productive fruit-producing tree 
apparently applies only to Jews15.

In addition to the danger described above, there are other – equally 
mysterious – consequences connected in Chazal with the destruction of 
trees. Most of these are decidedly negative. Aside from the mortal danger 
cited above, Chazal associate other types of mysterious consequences with 
the destruction of productive trees16.

One consequence is the mysterious effect on the upper worlds that 
results when a productive tree is destroyed, as described in Pirkei d’Rabbi 
Eliezer:

12  R. Ovadiah Yosef, Yabiah Omer (Jerusalem,1986), vol. 5, Yoreh Deah 12, pp. 195, 198 
13  R. Yaakov Emden, Sha’alos UTeshuvos Sheilas Ya’abetz (New York,1976), 1:76, p. 49a; R. Moshe Sofer,  Sefer 
Chasam Sofer (Pressburg, 1864), vol. 1, Yoreh Deah responsum 102, p. 34b; R. Shalom Mordechai HaCohen 
Shvadron, Sha’alos UTeshuvos Maharsham, ed. Shalom Mordechai HaCohen Shvadron (grandson) (Jerusalem, 
1992) 1:22, pp. 40-41, R. Shalom Mordechai HaCohen Shvadron, Sha’alos UTeshuvos Maharsham, ed. Shalom 
Mordechai HaCohen Shvadron (grandson) (Jerusalem, 1974), 7:178, p.162; R. Chaim Elazar Spira, Minchas Eliezer 
(Bratislava, 1922, reprinted New York 2001) 3:13, pp.9b-10a; Yabiah Omer, citing Levushai Mordechai]; R. Yoel 
Teitelbaum, Sha’alos UTeshuvos Divrei Yoel 1:92:9, p. 319.
14  For example, see Responsa Minchas Eliezer 3:13, who did not want to permit cutting down a food producing 
tree for the sake of building a home because of his concern over the [possible] danger.
15  There is, however, a Chassidic story about a non-Jew who, having suffered the premature death of nine of his 
sons, asked a Chassidic Rebbe for a blessing that his tenth son should be spared from the same fate. The Rebbe 
attributed the premature deaths of the other sons to their cutting down fruit trees that were growing in the man’s 
courtyard. (See Mordechai Gerlitz, Aspaklaria Hameirah, episodes in the life of  R. Meir of Premishlan (B’nei Braq, 
1997), vol. 2, p. 350.)
16  These mysterious consequences all involve the effects of destroying productive trees on the upper worlds, and 
may, in fact, be closely related to one another.
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 ‰Ú˘· ÆÆÆ ÚÓ˘ ÏÂ˜‰ ÔÈ‡Â ÂÙÂÒ „ÚÂ ÌÏÂÚ‰ ÛÂÒÓ ‡ˆÂÈ ÏÂ˜‰ ÛÂ‚‰ ÔÓ ‰‡ˆÂÈ ˘Ù‰˘ ‰Ú˘·
 ÚÓ˘ ÏÂ˜‰ ÔÈ‡Â ÂÙÂÒ „ÚÂ ÌÏÂÚ‰ ÛÂÒÓ ‡ˆÂÈ ÏÂ˜‰ È¯Ù ‰˘ÂÚ ‡Â‰˘ ÔÏÈ‡‰ ˙‡ ÔÈ˙¯ÂÎ˘

  ®‚Ï ˜¯Ù ¢·¯ÂÁ¢ ®¯‚È‰© ¯ÊÚÈÏ‡ È·¯„ È˜¯Ù©

When the soul departs from the body its voice goes out from one end 
of the world to the other, but is not heard …When a fruit-producing 
tree is cut down, its voice goes out from one end of the world to the 
other, but is not heard…17

The above quote makes an obvious connection between the effects on the 
upper worlds from the destruction of a fruit-producing tree with the death 
of a human being. In a similar vein, R. Menachem Recanati writes18: 

 ¯Ó‡Ó Ô·‰Â ¨ÂÁÎ ˜ÒÙ ¯·Î ˙Â¯ÈÙ ÔÚÂË ÂÈ‡ Ì‡ ÌÓ‡ ¨‰ÏÚÓÏ Ì‚ÂÙ ‰ËÓÏ Â˙ÈÁ˘‰· ‰‰Â
 ÈÎ Â‰ÊÂ ¨‰ÈÓÊ ‡Ï· ‡˙È‡˙ ı˜„ ‡Ï‡ È¯· ˙·Î˘ ·ÈÎ˘ ‡Ï ˛·¢Ú ‡ˆ ˜¢·¸ Ï¢Ê ÂÈ˙Â·¯
 ÔÏÈ‡ ıÚ ÔÈ˙¯ÂÎ˘ ‰Ú˘· ˛‡¢ÎÙ¸ ¯ÊÚÈÏ‡ È·¯ È˜¯Ù· Ï¢Ê¯ Â¯Ó‡Â ¨ÂËÂ˘ÙÎ ‰„˘‰ ıÚ Ì„‡‰
 ‰‡ˆÂÈ ˘Ù‰˘ ‰Ú˘· ÔÎÂ ¨ÚÓ˘ ÏÂ˜‰ ÔÈ‡Â ÂÙÂÒ „ÚÂ ÌÏÂÚ‰ ÛÂÒÓ ‡ˆÂÈ ÏÂ˜‰ ¨È¯Ù ‰˘ÂÚ˘

  ®‰ ˜ÂÒÙ Î ˜¯Ù ÌÈ¯·„ ÈË‡˜È¯© ÆÛÂ‚‰ ÔÓ

One who destroys [a fruit-producing tree] in the lower world [on earth] 
damages the upper worlds, but if it [the tree] doesn’t produce fruit, its 
power [of the spiritual entity connected to the tree in the upper world] 
has already ceased. And, understand the words of our Rabbis - (Baba 
Kama 91b) “Shichvas my son died [prematurely] because he cut down 
a fig tree before its time, and this is the simple meaning of “a man is 
a tree of the field”. And Chazal say in Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer: “When a 
fruit-producing tree is cut down, its voice goes out from one end of the 
world to the other, but is not heard”, and similarly [it is written in Pirkei 
d’Rabbi Eliezer] “When the soul departs from the body [its voice goes 
out from one end of the world to the other, but is not heard]”. 

The description of a voice going out from one end of the world to the 
other seems to indicate that what was considered in the upper worlds to be 
a tragedy took place, whether or not it was recognized as such in the lower 

17 Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer, ed. Avraham Aharon Broda (Jerusalem, 1973), ch. 34, p.121 
18  Menachem Recanati, Peirush al haTorah (Rechovot, 2003), vol.2, pp. 67-68. 
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world. Interestingly, R. Recanati makes no mention of the actual danger 
discussed in the Gemora, as cited above.

The next passage, from Masechta Sukka, describes what is apparently a 
different affect on the upper worlds:

 ÏÚÂ ˛¯ËÒÏÙ¸ ∫Ò¢˘‰ ˙¯ÂÒÓ ®¯˙ÒÏÙ© È·˙ÂÎ ÏÚ ∫ÔÈ˜ÂÏ ˙Â¯Â‡Ó ÌÈ¯·„ ‰Ú·¯‡ ÏÈ·˘·Â
 „ÂÓÏ˙© Æ˙Â·ÂË ˙ÂÏÈ‡ ÈˆˆÂ˜ ÏÚÂ ¨Ï‡¯˘È ı¯‡· ‰˜„ ‰Ó‰· ÈÏ„‚Ó ÏÚÂ ¨¯˜˘ ˙Â„Ú È„ÈÚÓ

  ®‡ „ÂÓÚ ËÎ Û„ ‰ÎÂÒ ˙ÎÒÓ ÈÏ··

 The luminaries are stricken because of four things: …for growing 
behama daka (sheep and goats) in the land of Israel, and because of 
those who cut down good trees19

The meaning of the ‘luminaries’ being stricken is not clearly explained, 
although there is a clear implication that this is negative for mankind. 
Rashi, explains that even when a person cuts down his own ‘good’ trees, 
the ‘luminaries are struck’, because [through the action of cutting down 
good trees – which provide benefit to man and the world] he appears to 
be rebelling against the Creator and His blessings that bestow good on 
the world.20 

The Gemora in Masechta Pesachim brings what appears to be an additional 
consequence from destroying productive trees:

 ˜ÏÁ· Ô‰ÈÈÚ ÔÈ˙ÂÂ ¨˙Â·ÂË ˙ÂÏÈ‡ ÈˆˆÂ˜Â ¨‰˜„ ‰Ó‰· ÈÏ„‚ÓÂ ¨‡ËÓÈÒ È¯‚˙ ∫Ô·¯ Â˙
 ˙ÎÒÓ ÈÏ·· „ÂÓÏ˙© ÆÈ˘È‡ ‰È· Â‰Â˙„ ø‡ÓÚË È‡Ó ÆÌÏÂÚÏ ‰Î¯· ÔÓÈÒ ‰‡Â¯ ÂÈ‡ ≠ ‰ÙÈ

  ®· „ÂÓÚ  Û„ ÌÈÁÒÙ

…those who raise behama daka (sheep and goats), and those who cut 
down good trees … will never see a sign of blessing. What is the reason? 
Because people will be amazed [and it will arouse an ayin hara].21

According to this Gemora, a person will never profit from cutting down 
good trees22 – apparently, even if he does it for a permitted purpose. 

19  B.T. Sukka 29a
20  B.T. Sukka 29a: commentary of Rashi 
21  B.T. Pesachim 50b; Tosefta Bikurim 2:15
22  According to Piskei Tosfos (132), the negative consequences described here from cutting down 'good trees' 
applies even to non fruit-producing trees.
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The Gemora explains that it will arouse an ayin hara, which may cause a 
situation in the upper worlds where the person doing these acts will suffer 
negative consequences. It is interesting to note that this Gemora, as well 
as the Gemora in Sukka 29a cited above link the destruction of ‘good’ or 
productive trees to the prohibition of raising sheep and goats in the land 
of Israel23. This prohibition was instituted at the end of the second Temple 
period because the widely-shared ecological costs (from overgrazing the 
land) and social costs (from the damage caused to neighbor’s fields) 
outweighed the financial benefits to those involved in raising these 
animals.

We see from the above that Chazal placed great importance on productive 
trees and on preventing their destruction. Aside from the Torah prohibition 
of bal tashchis, which explicitly addresses this matter, Chazal revealed a 
number of other mysterious consequences associated with the destruction 
of productive trees. According to many authorities, these negative and 
mysterious consequences, which include mortal danger, remain even 
where the laws regarding the prohibition of bal tashchis permits the tree 
to be destroyed.

A common thread running through this discussion may be that productive 
trees, as part of our life support system in this world, provide benefit for 
all. Those who destroy these trees for their own benefit, are doing so at 
the expense of the clal. In effect, they are cutting off part of the branch 
that supports all of us. Chazal want us to be aware of and sensitive to the 
dangers and negative consequences resulting from this type of behavior. 

Akiva Wolff lives in Jerusalem with his wife and children, where he 

learns, teaches and writes about ecological subjects from a Torah 

perspective.

23  The Rabbinic prohibition of raising sheep and goats in the land of Israel is taught in Mishna Baba Kama 7:7
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A New Science,

A New Movement

Uri Paransky

During the latter half of the twentieth century, mankind experienced 
a movement that appeared to engulf everybody in its wake.  This 
movement captured the attention of the general public, fired the idealism 
of American youth, and made the headlines of political agendas.  It was 
called the ecology movement, and it became fixed in the lexicon of the 
world at large.

Today, ecology is associated with practically every new development man 
puts out.  A company wants to build a factory, a government legislates on a 
new dam, a scientific corporation puts out a new piece of technology –each 
endeavor takes into account the “ecological (or environmental) factors.”  
Voters are informed of candidates’ attitudes towards environmental issues, 
and even countries hostile with each other come together in conferences 
to discuss the needs of their regions’ environment.  Ecology has become a 
factor that determines worldwide decisions, and each and every person is 
supposed to think of ecology as one of life’s major concerns.

But what is it?  What exactly is meant by “ecology,” and why should it 
have such a global impact on people?  A more pressing question: What 
does it mean to a Jew who tries to live his life according to the Torah?  
Ecology as a movement demands every individual on Earth to consider his 
or her personal impact on the world and its resources; therefore, ecology 
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appears relevant to Torah Jews as well.  In that case, a Jew must know, as 
always, what the Torah’s approach is to the subject.  Ecology has become 
a part of the standard curriculum of schools in many countries, including 
Israel, and it has become a hallmark of civilized man to refer to himself 
as “environmentally conscious.” Many Jews find themselves, as they 
have been regarding other movements, caught up in this “crusade” and 
wondering if this should not be a Jewish concern as well. 

In school curriculums, ecology is being presented not merely as a “science” 
but as a “morality,” meaning that ecology teachers not only teach facts but 
try to ensure that their students live their lives a certain way.  History has 
taught us that if a Jew follows a path being chartered by the secular world, 
he will ultimately find his values compromised by secular values –even if 
the matter at hand seems to be just.  Hence, for example, Jews who joined 
with Communism in an effort to achieve equal rights for the working 
class ended up having to choose –often wrongly –between the cause and 
the Torah.1 Therefore, a Jew must always consult with Torah authorities to 
know how to view a particular trend in society.  This work will, with G-d’s 
help, present the study of ecology from a Torah perspective and show how 
a ben Torah (Torah-committed Jew) should react to today’s environmental 
concerns.

What is “Ecology?”

First used in 1873, the word “ecology” comes from two Greek words: 
“oikos,” meaning “house,” and “logia,” meaning “branch of knowledge” 
(as in “logic”).  The word “economy” has a similar root (“oikos”) and 
means “house management;” hence, economics deals with how to use 
the resources (such as the money) of a particular community or country.  
So the “house” we are referring to here has a very broad meaning; we are 
talking about the “house” of an entire group of people or living things.  

1  That ecology is not a political movement like communism is irrelevant. The point is that ecology provides 
purpose and meaning to many adherents, just as a political movement does. As such, it may conflict with another 
purpose and meaning in one’s life. 
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This could be a regular family home, an apartment building, an entire city, 
a whole country, the entire world, or even the universe.  

“Ecology” refers to where living things make their home, which could be 
a specific location (the Jerusalem forest or the Negev desert), a certain 
type of place (the mountains or the oceans), or the whole world (as the 
Earth is the home of every living thing about which we know).  More 
specifically, “ecology” is the study of the relationship between living things 
and where they live.  In other words, the study of ecology investigates 
such questions as: What food and shelter are available for living things in a 
certain location?  Is there enough space for everyone to live comfortably?  
Are there too many “occupants” in this “house?” And –the most pressing 
question today –is something or someone else taking away things that 
some of the “occupants” need to survive? 

The study of ecology involves how plants and animals are able to live in 
a particular area and how they get along with other plants and animals 
that either live in the same place or “invade” it.  (Plants can also “invade” 
a new location, as when seeds are transported by wind, water, animals, or 
people).  Today, ecology stresses the impact that man makes on the world 
around him –how his actions change the living conditions of plants and 
animals worldwide.  No other living thing affects the world like man does.  
Even where change comes through the arrival of a new plant or animal to 
a certain location, it is usually because man brought the new “occupant” 
with him - accidentally or willfully.  

An Example: Islands across the world –including Hawaii, New Zealand, the 
Galapagos, and Caribbean islands like Jamaica -used to have certain types 
of animals unique to those locations.  Today, these islands are filled with 
dogs, cats, goats, and pigs.  People who sailed to these places, to settle or to 
explore them, brought these animals with them for food or for livelihood, 
and some animals later escaped and made their new homes in the fields 
and forests of these islands. Moreover, people unintentionally brought rats 
to new places, since the rats stowed away on ships and traveled to wherever 
the sailors went.  
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So, what changes came about through these new animal inhabitants?  Dogs 
and cats ate the native animals; goats and pigs ate the island plants; rats ate 
the eggs of nesting birds.  Furthermore, these new animals carried germs 
that the original animals weren’t accustomed to –and the original animals 
caught new diseases and died.  The final result: The entire face of the island 
changed, and the original plants and animals either became either rare or 
extinct (disappeared entirely).  Of course, the sailors, explorers, and settlers 
never had any intention of destroying the island life, but they were still 
ultimately responsible for the changes.    

 Today, people are still changing the face of the world around them, 
usually unintentionally.  Pollution, littering, over-collecting of animal and 
plant types –these are among man’s actions that influence his environment 
(surroundings).  Teaching ecology becomes a means to foster awareness of 
man’s impact on his surroundings, with the hope that everyone will take 
care not to do that which hurts the world around them.  Even more so, 
the study of ecology today stresses that people often hurt themselves (or 
other people) by hurting their environment.  Spilling wastes into rivers 
and oceans not only kills fishes living there; it ultimately causes illnesses 
to those drinking the water or eating the fish.  Moreover, since the waters 
–and the fish in them –can move quite a distance from where the waste was 
spilled, the affected population may be far from the original spillage.

Ecology is taught to make all understand how far-reaching each one’s 
impact on the environment can be.  The goal is to make every person feel 
responsible for his part in the world around himself.

The General Perspective – and a Torah Reaction

So we now understand why ecology has become such a “moral” issue 
(question of right or wrong) today.  There exists a worldwide concern that 
if bnei adam (mankind) are not more careful, they will do considerable 
harm to all of the Earth’s living things, including themselves.  Especially 
today, when people are more than ever building, developing, and using 
the Earth’s resources (such as gas, coal, oil, plants, and animal products), 

Uri Paransky



118

mankind’s impact is greater than ever.  There is a feeling that everyone 
must know what he or she can do to help the environment. 

All this makes it all the more important for a Jew to know the Torah’s 
approach to the “ecology movement.”  Once ecology is not just some type 
of “knowledge” but also a “morality issue”, telling people what is “right” 
or “wrong” for them to do, then it becomes extremely crucial to examine 
its applications.  As Jews, we are bidden to do as the Torah tells us, and we 
can never allow another system to tell us how to live our lives, no matter 
how “right” that system appears to be.  Indeed, there exist fundamental 
ideas in ecology that are the exact opposite of what the Torah asks of us.  

This is not to imply that the Torah does not command us to take good care 
of the world.  On the contrary, an attitude of care and non-wastefulness is, 
in fact, part of the many responsibilities a Jew has to his Creator.  However, 
only the Torah can tell us what we should do -or not do -regarding these 
responsibilities. Like everything in life, we must investigate ecology from 
the perspective of the Torah.

Why Would Hashem Care?

Before we address the Torah’s approach to ecology, we can ask a basic 
question: Why would ecology matter to Hashem?  We know the Torah 
wishes us to be careful not to harm others, and it is true that careless 
activity on our part might cause damage to others (as in the example of 
polluting the water people drink).  However, the Torah’s commandment 
not to waste resources applies even if there’s little or no chance of anyone 
being harmed, implying more to this rule than caring for our fellow 
man (although caring for our fellow definitely represents a factor of this 
commandment).  

So, again –why would Hashem “bother” to warn us to be careful with the 
animals, plants, minerals, water, and air around us?

[NOTE: It goes without saying that we are only "Ì„Â  ¯˘·“ (flesh and 
blood) and therefore cannot truly understand G-d’s ways.  Chazal (our 
sages) make it clear that even “obvious” laws of the Torah –such as not to 
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kill –are commanded to us for reasons only known to Hashem Himself.  
Whatever reasons we can grasp are only the tip of the iceberg, so to speak.  
So, we don’t pretend we know the purpose for these halachos (laws).  We 
simply mean to arouse greater awareness that will better motivate our 
performance of the mitzvoth (commandments).]

Perhaps the basic reason Hashem wants us to behave with care for our 
environment is the following pasuk (verse):

“And you shall walk in His [G-d’s] ways”

'Ë ˜ÂÒÙ ¨ßÁÎ ˜¯Ù ¨‡Â·˙ ÈÎ ˙˘¯Ù  ¢ÂÈÎ¯„· ˙ÎÏ‰Â“

The Rambam, in his Sefer HaMitzvos, lists this mitzva as one of the first 
commands –to serve Hashem by “copying” Him: 

Positive command #8: “To imitate His good and proper ways, as [the 
pasuk] says, “And you should walk in His ways”

¢ßÂÈÎ¯„· ˙ÎÏ‰Âß ¯Ó‡˘ ¨ÌÈ¯˘È‰Â ÌÈ·ÂË‰ ÂÈÎ¯„· ˙ÂÓ„‰Ï¢ ∫Á ‰˘Ú ˙ÂÂˆÓ

How do we “copy’ Hashem? The Gemara (Talmud) tells us, using a 
different pasuk as its source:

“’You will follow Hashem your G-d.’ But is it [physically] possible for 
a person to follow the Divine Presence? ...Rather, it means to follow in 
the ways (characteristics) of Hashem: …Hashem visits the sick [as He did 
when Avraham Avinu was recovering from his bris milah], so you should 
do the same.  Hashem comforts those in mourning [as He comforted 
Yitzchak Avinu after his father Avraham passed away], so you should do 
the same…” 

…ø‰ÈÎ˘ ¯Á‡ ÍÏÂ‰Ï Ì„‡Ï ÂÏ ¯˘Ù‡ ÈÎÂ Æ®‰Æ‚È ·˜Ú ß¯Ù© ¢ÂÎÏ˙ ÌÎÈ˜ÂÏ‡ ß‰ È¯Á‡’¢
 Ì‰¯·‡ ˙‡ ¯˜È·˘ ÂÓÎ¸ ÌÈÏÂÁ ¯˜È· ‰¢·˜‰… ∫‰¢·˜‰ Ï˘ ÂÈ˙Â„Ó ¯Á‡ ÍÏÂ‰Ï ‡Ï‡
 ˜ÁˆÈ ˙‡ ÌÁÈ˘ ÂÓÎ¸ ÌÈÏ·‡ ÌÁÈ ‰¢·˜‰ ªÌÈÏÂÁ ¯˜· ‰˙‡ Û‡…˛Â˙ÏÈÓ È¯Á‡ ÂÈ·‡

 ¢…ÌÈÏ·‡ ÌÁ ‰˙‡ Û‡…˛ÂÈ·‡ Ì‰¯·‡ Ï˘ Â˙ÂÓ È¯Á‡ ÂÈ·‡
Gemara Sotah 14a / .„È ‰ËÂÒ ÈÏ·· „ÂÓÏ˙ 

In other words, we try to do the behavior favored by the Torah.  Hashem 
Himself sets the example for the behavior He wants us to emulate:
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“To go in all His ways”: …Just as G-d is called “compassionate,” so should 
you be compassionate; just as G-d is called “benevolent,” so you should 
act kindly…

 ‰¢·˜‰ ‰Ó…∫®ß·Î ˜ÂÒÙ ¨ß‡È ˜¯ÙÂ ß·È ˜ÂÒÙ ¨ßÈ ˜¯Ù ¨·˜Ú ˙˘¯Ù© ¢ÂÈÎ¯„ ÏÎ· ˙ÎÏÏ¢
 …ÔÂÁ ‰È‰ ‰˙‡ Û‡ ¢¨ÔÂÁ¢ ‡¯˜ ‰¢·˜‰ ‰Ó ªÌÂÁ¯ ‰È‰ ‰˙‡ Û‡ ¢¨ÌÂÁ¯¢ ‡¯˜

Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvos, mitzvah # 8. 

The Rambam is quoting Sifri (Chazal) from ß·Î ˜ÂÒÙ ¨ß‡È ˜¯Ù ¨·˜Ú ˙˘¯Ù

·¢Î ˜ÂÒÙ ¨‡È ˜¯Ù ¨·˜Ú ˙˘¯Ù ÏÚ È¯ÙÒ Ì˘· £∏ ‰ÂÂˆÓ ¨˙ÂÂˆÓ‰ ¯ÙÒ ¨Ì¢·Ó¯

If the Torah expects us to develop our midos (character traits) by copying 
Hashem, then we have to ask: Can we, in fact, become like the Creator 
if we’re wasteful or careless with things?  Can we really train ourselves to 
be “compassionate and kind” if we’re abusing the environment –even if 
we’re not hurting anybody?  In other words, Hashem, through the Torah, 
is telling us to build good character traits – and any behavior that does not 
build such traits should be avoided. 

The Torah does not simply preach desirable behavior; it illustrates good 
behavior with examples.  Let us examine one example of proper conduct 
with one’s environment:

When Hashem sent Moshe and Aharon to bring the ten plagues on the 
Egyptians, Hashem did not allow Moshe Rabeinu to bring about the first 
three punishments; Hashem had Aharon change the river to blood, bring 
the frogs up out of the Nile, and change the dust to lice.  Why?  Rashi 
quotes the words of Chazal (the Sages) that it was “inappropriate” for the 
river and the soil to be inflicted (transformed into objects of destruction) 
by Moshe.  Why not?  The answer is they had protected Moshe earlier; the 
river had served as a haven for him as a baby when his mother hid him 
from the Egyptians, and later the dust had been used to cover up the body 
of the Egyptian taskmaster that Moshe had killed (thereby temporarily 
hiding his deed from the Egyptian authorities).  

It didn’t matter that water and dust are inanimate (non-living) elements.  
It didn’t matter that the water and dust were being used for a constructive 
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purpose (to demonstrate G-d’s might and to bring salvation for the Jewish 
people).  It didn’t even matter that Moshe would only have been acting 
as Hashem’s shaliach (agent), as opposed to acting on his own volition!  
Moshe himself could not be the “agent of destruction” with the Nile or 
the Egyptian soil, for that would demonstrate a lack of appreciation for 
the objects used to protect him.   

The lesson here is incredible –and, as part of Torah, it has to be applied by 
us.  Moshe, the Ish Anav (unassuming man) who was never offended by a 
slight to his honor, was nevertheless not permitted to raise his hand – even 
for a good purpose – against non-living things that had helped him in the 
distant past.2 (Realize also, that Moshe knew full well it was Hashem who 
had helped him each time; Moshe actually owed gratitude to Hashem, not 
to water and dust).  Moshe could not harm his character, his positive traits.  
Striking out against the Nile and the soil would have negatively affected 
Moshe’s sensitivity to his trait of hakaras hatov (sense of gratitude), one 
midah (trait) Hashem expects of each and every of us.  

We can apply this to our concern for the environment.  Hashem uses the 
Earth and its resources to provide for us, as we shall see.  There is not 
a single item created that does not have this purpose.  So how can we 
litter the Earth, pollute the rivers, and poison the air?  Isn’t this a lack of 
gratitude with objects that help us one way or another?  Indeed, isn’t this 
actually a lack of gratitude to G-d Who’s continuously providing us with 
these objects?  If, indeed, we act without appreciation for the world, we 
end up hurting our own character.

That may be why Hashem cares.  He wants us to be concerned - not 
actually for rocks and fish and trees and air, but for ourselves, for the 
perfection of our middos (traits).

2  Moshe was eighty at the time of the plagues.  He was a baby when the Nile had sheltered him, and he was 
twenty when he killed the Egyptian and covered the body with dust.  The Torah’s narrative “skips” almost 60 years 
of Moshe’s life because what happened to him during that time isn’t directly relevant to us.
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The Torah’s Command

What does the Torah tell us about our responsibility to the environment?  
Let us begin with the p’sukim (verses) in Sefer Devarim, which deal with 
the rules for an army laying siege to an enemy city: 

“When you lay siege to a city for many days, in order to fight and capture 
it, do not destroy [any of] its tree[s] by wielding an ax upon it (any tree), 
for from it you eat, and [therefore] you may not cut it. For is the tree 
of the field a man [i.e. the enemy] that it should fall before you in the 
siege?”

“Only a tree that you know is not a fruit tree (literally, “tree of food”), 
that one you may destroy and cut down to build a fortification against 
the city that’s waging war with you, [and you may fight the city] until you 
conquer it.” 

 ÂÈÏÚ Á„Ï ‰ˆÚ ˙‡ ˙ÈÁ˘˙ ‡Ï ¨‰˘Ù˙Ï ‰ÈÏÚ ÌÁÏ‰Ï ÌÈ·¯ ÌÈÓÈ ¯ÈÚ Ï‡ ¯Âˆ˙ ÈÎ¢
¢Æ¯ÂˆÓ· ÍÈÙÓ ‡·Ï ‰„˘‰ ıÚ Ì„‡‰ ÈÎ ¨˙Â¯Î˙ ‡Ï Â˙Â‡Â ÏÎ‡˙ ÂÓÓ ÈÎ ¨ÔÊ¯‚

 ¯˘‡ ¯ÈÚ‰ ÏÚ ¯ÂˆÓ ˙È·Â ¨˙¯ÎÂ ˙ÈÁ˘˙ Â˙Â‡ ¨‡Â‰ ÏÎ‡Ó ıÚ ‡Ï ÈÎ Ú„˙ ¯˘‡ ıÚ ˜¯¢
¢Æ‰˙„¯ „Ú ‰ÓÁÏÓ ÍÓÚ ‰˘Ú ‡È‰

Î≠ËÈ ÌÈ˜ÂÒÙ ¨Î ˜¯Ù ¨ÌÈËÙÂ˘ ˙˘¯Ù ≠

These verses represent the basis for the Torah’s prohibition of any sort of 
destructive behavior against any useful object.  Although the Torah singles 
out fruit trees, the commentators make it clear that this prohibition applies 
to practically anything.  Let us again turn to the words of the Rambam:

“We are not allowed to cut down fruit trees (literally, “trees of food”) 
outside of the region [that is under siege], nor may we withhold from 
them (the trees) their source of water so that they (the trees) dehydrate, for 
the pasuk says, ‘You may not destroy its trees.’ And anyone who does cut 
[these trees] is penalized through lashes [the standard punishment given by 
a Jewish court for violating most prohibitions in the Torah].

And [this prohibition] does not only apply to the trees, for if anyone, for a 
non-constructive purpose, breaks utensils, tears clothes, destroys a house, 
stops up a fountain, or ruins food, he violates [the prohibition of] ‘you 
may not destroy’.  He does not receive [the Torah penalty] of lashes; he 
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does receive ‘Rabbinical lashes’ (which the sages had the right to impose 
upon certain behaviors that the Torah itself did not penalize).”

 ¨Â˘·ÈÈ˘  È„Î  ÌÈÓ‰  ˙Ó‡  Ì‰Ó  ÔÈÚÂÓ  ÔÈ‡Â  ‰È„ÓÏ  ıÂÁ˘  ÏÎ‡Ó  ÈÏÈ‡  ÔÈˆˆÂ˜  ÔÈ‡
 Æ‰˜ÂÏ ıˆÂ˜‰ ÏÎÂ  ¢Æ‰ˆÚ ˙‡ ˙ÈÁ˘˙ ‡Ï¢ ¯Ó‡˘

 „·‡ÓÂ ÔÈÚÓ Ì˙ÂÒÂ ÔÈ· Ò¯Â‰Â ÌÈ„‚· Ú¯Â˜Â ÌÈÏÎ ¯·˘Ó‰ ÏÎ ‡Ï‡ ¨„·Ï· ˙ÂÏÈ‡‰ ‡ÏÂ
¢ÆÌ‰È¯·„Ó ˙Â„¯Ó ˙ÎÓ ‡Ï‡ ‰˜ÂÏ ÂÈ‡Â ¨˙ÈÁ˘˙ ‡Ï· ¯·ÂÚ ¨‰˙Á˘‰ Í¯„ ˙ÂÏÎ‡Ó

ÆÈ¨Á ˙ÂÎÏ‰ ¨Â ˜¯Ù ¨˙ÂÓÁÏÓÂ ÌÈÎÏÓ ˙ÂÎÏ‰ ¨ÌÈËÙÂ˘ ¯ÙÒ ¨Ì¢·Ó¯

Clearly, “do not destroy” is a far-reaching Torah rule.

Limits of the Ecology Movement

So, the Torah prohibits ruining any item unnecessarily.  Now, we have to 
figure out what we mean by “unnecessarily.”  If any tampering with the 
world was off-limits, we’d be prohibited from building, plowing, cutting 
trees for wood, hunting or fishing for food, and practically anything else 
we have to do in order to live.  Obviously, there are many activities people 
are expected to do that will damage nature: One can’t plow a field without 
uprooting the plants that grew there; men can’t build a city without wood 
and other natural materials.  Nowhere does the Torah command us to be 
vegetarian and refrain from the killing of wildlife; on the contrary, the 
Torah repeatedly sanctions the consumption of meat!  We need fire for 
many uses, even though the smoke pollutes the air and the flames scorch 
the ground.

The question is –where do we draw the line?  Can I pick flowers simply 
to decorate my table?  Can one kill an animal for its hide, even if one 
can get clothing from other materials?  Man uses fire, wood, water, and 
natural gases to make everything from cars to guitars, from computers to 
spaceships, from wooden chairs to plastic tablecloths –but do we really 
need every one of these things?  

That is what the Torah can clarify, while the ecology movement cannot.  
The secular world cannot determine what activities man should or should 
not do for one simple reason:  Each person has his own set of priorities 
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and needs!  The needs of one individual are not necessarily the needs of his 
friend, meaning each person has a different opinion as to what the world’s 
resources be used for.  In other words, there exist considerable differences 
as to what is considered “necessity” (that which we cannot live without) 
and what is considered “luxury” (that which we don’t really need).  

Example: Most American households would today expect each house to 
have a TV set; it is a “necessity” in their world.  In a Jewish household, 
however, owning a TV is a matter of a family’s background and ideology; 
certainly, many religious Jews would agree TV is hardly a necessity for 
living, even if they do own one.

In fact, the definition of “necessity” will change over time.  100 years ago, 
running water and electric lights were considered “luxuries” –things that 
would be nice to have, but many people made do without them (and there 
are places in less-developed countries where these items are still considered 
“luxuries”).  Even today, we can see a shift from “luxury” to “necessity.” 
Just a couple of decades ago, a home computer was considered a luxury 
to own.  Today, the computer has become a part of everyday living; this 
item is considered more and more necessary to have in one’s home.  (Years 
ago, at the time I began writing on the topic of ecology, I decided to buy 
a computer because I “needed” it to save myself from running to someone 
else’s computer room everyday.)

But What Do I Need G-d For?

 Who is anyone to tell a particular buyer how much to purchase?  Who 
can set standards for what is considered “appropriate” consumerism and 
what is considered excess shopping?

The ecology movement sets guidelines (“Avoid buying products made 
from endangered species.”) and encourages conserving (“Bike instead of 
driving”, “Use library books instead of buying”) –all good and effective 
recommendations for limiting use of resources.  Moreover, governments 
can and do legislate some resource-saving recommendations into law, 
such as mandatory recycling.  Nonetheless, the ultimate decision to 

A New Science, A New Movement



125

limit use of resources comes only from the individual, and only the 
individual determines what use of resources is necessary for his particular 
circumstances.  Indeed, one might say: Let ecology proponents give me 
ideas, and let the government  declare waste-saving procedures –but let 
nobody decide for me what I should use or buy.

In other words, neither the ecology movement nor the government can 
get to the root of the problem of resource abuse –the individual’s desire 
to use and acquire more.  Indeed, government legislation is often battled 
precisely because some feel their personal needs are being overlooked and 
their personal freedom is being compromised.

So, should the individual establish his own set of needs and act on 
them?  Perhaps… except that human beings often rationalize a need for a 
particular desire, making it difficult for one to personally enforce or even 
determine standards for limiting one’s use of resources.  It can help if one 
has something outside of himself that both knows his own unique needs 
and yet demands responsibility not to overstep those needs.  The only 
foolproof way to set personal yet binding standards is to recognize one 
as subservient to a higher power – a power who created him with unique 
needs to fulfill and at the same time does not tolerate confusing true needs 
with rationalized excesses.  That power is the universe’s Creator.

Whoa – I Can’t Discipline Myself Without G-d?!

Do you mean self-discipline to quit smoking or overcome an undesirable 
trait?  Yes, you might succeed without outside help or thinking of G-d.  
But can you practice total, unremitting discipline in using only what you 
really need from this world without G-d?  No, you can’t, and neither can 
I or anybody else.  Consider the following – from Shlomo Hamelech in 
Koheles:

“One who loves money – money will never satisfy him.”  Meaning: No 
amount of money will ever satisfy the desire of man to acquire more. [His 
personal “need” will never be fulfilled].
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Æ¢ÆÆÛÒÎ Ú·˘È ‡Ï ¨ÛÒÎ ·‰Â‡¢
 ¢ÍÈ¯ˆ¢˘  ÈÓ  ÏÎ  ¨¯ÓÂÏÎ¸  ¯È˘Ú‰  Ï˘  Â˙ÂÂ‡˙  ˙‡  ÚÈ·˘È  ‡Ï  ÌÏÂÚÏ  ÛÒÎ‰¢  ∫Â˘Â¯ÈÙ

¢Æ˛ÛÒÎÏ Â˜˘Á ˙‡ ÚÂ·˘Ï ÁÈÏˆÈ ‡Ï ¨ÛÒÎ ¯˙ÂÈÂ ¯˙ÂÈ ÛÈÒÂ‰Ï
˜ÁˆÈ ˙„È˜Ú ¯ÙÒ ˘Â¯ÈÙ ÌÚ ËÆ‰ ˙Ï‰˜ ˙ÏÈ‚Ó

Chazal describe this point more graphically:

“Man does not leave this world with [even] half of his desires fulfilled (lit. 
“in his hand”) … If he has a hundred, he wants two hundred, and if he has 
two hundred, he wants four hundred.”

 ¨¯ÓÂÏÎ¸  ÆÂ„È· Â˙ÂÂ‡˙ ÈˆÁÂ ÌÏÂÚ‰ ÔÓ ‡ˆÂÈ Ì„‡ ÔÈ‡ ∫Â·È‡ È·¯ Ì˘· Ô„ÂÈ È·¯ ¯Ó‡“
 ˘È  Ì‡ÆÆÆ˛ÂÈÈÁ·  ‚È˘‰Ï  ‰ˆ¯  ‡Â‰˘  ‰ÓÓ  ÈˆÁ  ÂÏÈÙ‡  ‚È˘‰  ¯·Î˘Î  ˙Ó˘  „Á‡  Û‡  ÔÈ‡
 ‰ˆÂ¯ ‡Â‰ ¨ÌÈÈ˙‡Ó ÂÏ ˘È Ì‡Â ¨ÌÈÈ˙‡Ó ‰ˆÂ¯ ‡Â‰ ¨˛ÛÒÎ Ï˘ ÌÂÎÒ¸ ‰‡Ó ˛Ì„‡Ï¸ ÂÏ

≥ ¢Æ˙Â‡Ó Ú·¯‡
‚ÈÆ‡ ‰·¯ ˙Ï‰˜ ˘¯„Ó

Look around the world; search through history; check out all facets of 
society.  How many actions –by individuals or by nations –have been 
influenced by the desire for more?  Is a billion dollars “enough” for 
a corporation?  Are fifty-seven locations across fifteen states considered 
adequate by any food franchise?  Is just one more piece of cake enough 
for any child (or adult)?   Is one world series victory enough for any team?  
Do one or two Oscar awards satisfy an actor?  Is one headline grabber a 
week good enough for any newspaper?  Were one or two “satellite” nations 
sufficient for Soviet Russia (which already made up the world’s largest 
country)?

This last paragraph emphasizes a fact, not a judgment call; we are not 
condemning the desire for having or getting more (though obviously some 
examples are condemnable).  Indeed, we are fashioned by the Creator with 
such desires, so presumably we are meant to channel these acquisitive 
drives toward serving Him - just as we should direct all our actions toward 
bettering our relationship with Him.  In fact, Torah commentators teach 

3     ˙È¯·ÚÏ ˙ÈÓ¯‡Ó ÔÂ¯Á‡‰ ËÙ˘Ó‰ ˙‡ È˙Ó‚¯˙.
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that G-d gives us “insatiable desires” in order that we never feel that we’ve 
done enough to come close to Him: I’ve learned some Torah –I wish to 
learn more; I’ve helped one man –I want to help others; I’ve conquered 
one bad trait –I want to improve myself further.  In Judaism, one must 
not be satisfied with “my good deed for the day”; one must always seek 
room for improvement.  But if G-d is not in the picture, the desire to 
achieve more leads one to unchecked ambition and potentially ruinous 
consequences –including environmental misuse and abuse.

The truth is we have no choice but to use the centrality of G-d in setting 
effective standards against ecological abuse and resource overuse.  No 
matter how well-motivated he may be, man cannot properly check excessive 
use of this world so long as he remains the center; his natural drive to 
acquire will ultimately overrule his conviction to preserve resources.  This 
applies even to many ecology proponents!  Even if a person truly believes 
that he bases his decisions on what’s best for the earth, he, too, will justify 
using the earth to acquire what he craves.  True, many people may not be 
consumed by the lust for money or power –but no one can eradicate the 
drive to acquire something, and every acquisition demands a price on the 
earth –and a price on character development.

Questions to Keep in Mind

This paper is hardly meant to represent an in-depth investigation into the 
Torah’s approach to ecology.  Far more research is necessary to examine 
how Hashem expects a Jew to behave with the lake of the Kinneret, the 
rainforests of the Amazon, or with one’s own backyard.  Such research 
involves study not only of the prohibition of “do not destroy” but also 
of related issues such as treating animals properly, vegetarianism, human 
health, and the halacha (rule) of appreciating nature.  This author may 
contribute future papers to this journal which follow up on these issues.  
Meanwhile, the purpose of this work is to provide a “forest for the trees” 
–to provide a backdrop for further Torah-based investigation into specific 
ecological issues.
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For the time being, I humbly suggest Jewish ecological adherents to keep 
in mind the following questions:

Where does the Torah command us to “draw the line”?  For the Torah-
committed Jew, what is “necessity,” and what is “luxury”?  

Exactly how does responsibility for the environment improve our 
character, as we discussed earlier by the example of Moshe? 

Most importantly, how does responsibility for the environment fit in 
to a Torah framework?  Since all of Torah comes from the same source 
– Hashem – we assume that all the mitzvoth are interconnected.  How I 
perform one mitzvah affects how I perform others.  What connects the 
mitzvah (commandment) of “do not destroy” with other commandments 
such as Shabbat and keeping Kosher?

To sum up, the ultimate question before us is: How does environmental 
concern make one a better G-d - fearing Jew?   
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