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ENVIRONMENT
DR JEREMY BENSTEIN

INTRODUCTION
What does Judaism say about nature and contemporary environmental challenges? I often begin lectures by disabusing
audiences of the belief that what we’re going to talk about is “what Judaism says about…”, for two reasons. First, there
is no such thing as “Judaism,” some reified entity that speaks in its own name. Moreover, given the bewildering array
of books, people, schools of thought, historical periods, ideological orientations, etc. encompassed by Jewish tradition
- there are very few issues about which one thing is said. Judaism is less a set of rigid answers to fixed questions, than
an ongoing dialogue in which the questions arise, along with various answers from different times and places, and even
more generally, a language in which to engage in the dialogue and formulate the questions in the first place. And
nowhere is this truer than in the case of Jewish attitudes and values regarding the environment, and the challenges and
claims put forth by the movement known as environmentalism. 

What do we mean by “environment”, or “environmentalism”? First, the use of the term, “environment” is intentional
and meant to be distinct from “nature”. Focusing on nature circumscribes the discussion to issues of wilderness, species,
trees, and animals. These are fascinating and crucial issues to develop, but they are only a part of what I would call the
environmental agenda, which is best summarized by the broad term “sustainability”.

Sustainability is a big idea that can mean different things to different people, but for our purposes, a sustainable 
society is one that integrates social, environmental and economic concerns of health and justice, and can both sustain

itself over time, living up to responsibilities to future generations, as well as sustain and nourish its members, 
materially and spiritually, in the present and in the future. The crisis of which environmentalists speak - including
everything from mass extinctions, resource depletion, and global warming, to poverty, the widening social gap, unfair
trade, urban issues and loss of social capital - refers to the growing realization that we are not fulfilling either of these
basic conditions, and we need to figure out what must change in order to do so.

It is clear from this list that environmental questions are not technical or technological. The natural sciences can only
help us grasp certain symptoms of the problems, for the underlying causes of those challenges relate to human 
values and behavior. Thus a discussion of Jewish perspectives on these issues is not only relevant but necessary. It’s
not just about whether we as Jews love nature, and whether that love is different from secular, Christian or pagan love.
It is about the direction of society that is not only “harming nature” but changing the definition of what it means to be
human, our cultural and spiritual horizons, and the dynamic dialogue between matter and spirit. 

Both environmentalism and Judaism are value systems, pluralistic within certain bounds, that propose alternatives to
the media- and market-driven lifestyles so prevalent in our contemporary society. Judaism, all too often a ritualistic
adornment to our spiritual complacency, can be, needs to be a faith with teeth: a striving, a confrontation, whether in
the lofty call to be a “holy people” or simply to actualize prophetic visions of justice and caring. This type of Judaism
has something to say about our lives and our world - and it is often a critique. And those who are searching for or have
embraced some sort of critique of contemporary life will be most open to one or both of these languages of heshbon

nefesh, self-criticism, literally “soul accounting”.

Formulating a critique of one’s own lifestyle and civilization is far from easy. We are so embedded in our society that it’s
hard to transcend its worldview in which we have so much invested, and look at it from without. Judaism, as an age-old
tradition, can help us do that.  So here we would like to connect a critique of contemporary society, in the context of 
issues that are the focus of environmentalism, such as consumerism and the challenges of material abundance, the notion
of human progress through technological innovation (involving the intensifying manipulation of nature), and the culture
of individualism (often at the expense of communal well-being, to the sources and values of the Jewish tradition. 

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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ENVIRONMENT

But aren’t the lives of primitive, small-scale farmers and modern urbanites fundamentally incommensurable? Are we
trying to reproduce those antique life forms? Is there only one type of sustainability? That is, does the equilibrium they
found in their world determine the limits of ours? Can we actually learn relevant lessons from ancient agrarian tales
for our modern technological lives?

My answers to these questions are: no, no, no, no - and yes. I would argue that there are certain eternal unchanging
truths about the human condition and human-nature relations that a patina of modern technological sophistication
doesn’t fundamentally alter. That is, one can accept the essential newness of many of the issues we face in the 21st cen-
tury, and still embrace the need for guiding values and insight from timeless sources. While some of the problems of
our own day, such as soil erosion and health-impairing pollution, were known in the ancient world, the phenomena
that make up the issues of today’s environmental movement are relatively without historic parallel. It is the underlying
questions, however, that have remained unchanged over millennia of human culture and religious thought: what is the
appropriate relationship between humanity and the rest of Creation, and the material and the spiritual in our lives? What
are our responsibilities to future generations regarding the word we shall bequeath them? 

AGGADAH AND HALAKHAH, CREATION AND CONSUMPTION
Since Judaism deals with all of life’s issues and challenges, and since environmental questions are not just about trees
and flowers, or water pollution, but about larger questions of individual, society and the world, there are many points
of  engagement between Jewish texts and values, and environmental concerns. Let’s take a look at two examples, from
two types of sources, one aggadic (narrative), and one halakhic (legal) example.

The Creation Stories: Genesis chapter 1 relates the divine commandment, “Be fertile and increase, fill the earth and
master it; and rule…”1 Clearly a call to dominion. But the humans are created on the same day as the other mammals
- and as is clear from the very next verse, this mastery and rule didn’t originally even include eating animals. Eden, and
the other end of history, the messianic period, are vegetarian ideals.2 Nevertheless, this idea of the centrality and dom-
ination of the human (a chosen species, as it were) is seen by many as the root of all eco-evil. But for much of human
history this verse was categorically an uplifting and empowering blessing. Some 3,000 years ago (and 2000, and 1000
as well) this vision promised hope and dignity for a society with a short average life-span and great susceptibility to 
natural threats.3

This blessing is also a proclamation of emancipation from the more oppressive nature-human relations of paganism.
While it is currently fashionable to idealize nature-worshipping tribal religions, especially in environmental terms, the
power ascribed to deified nature, coupled with the technological inability to cope with natural threats, often led to the
increased subjugation of the human to natural forces.  These induced terror and required appeasement, including
human sacrifice. Thus if nothing else, the force of this commandment was that the humans are not to be cruelly 
subjugated to the natural world, or to natural forces. The promise of human mastery and dominion over the natural
world - a total pipe-dream at the time of its promulgation - was therefore reassuring, and even liberating. 

There are more nuances and complexities of Chapter 1, but Chapter 2 also needs to be brought into the discussion: “The
Lord God took adam, the human, and placed him in the garden of Eden to till it and tend it.”4 If Chapter 1 speaks of
dominion and rule by the god-like human (created in God’s image), the Chapter 2 describes a role of stewardship, by
the human (adam) fashioned from the earth (adama). The key phrase here is le’ovdah u’leshomrah, “to till and to
tend”, “to work and to watch”, or (my personal favorite), “to serve and to preserve”. Avodah is work or labor (and in
the context of land, cultivation), and shemirah is guarding or protecting. One can add to that “observe” (as in com-
mandments, like shemirat Shabbat, the observance of the Sabbath), for it is surely no accident that both these terms
have such cultic associations. Cultivating the soil and worshipping God are the same word in Hebrew (avodah); indeed
the English word “worship” is from “work,” just as “cult” is the root of “cultivate.”

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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1 Genesis 1:28
2 see eg Isaiah 11:7
3 See, for instance, the very real threat of animals to humans expressed, inter alia, in Jeremiah 15:3, 34:20 and Isaiah 34
4 Genesis 2:15
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If we try to divine the meaning of these terms from their referents in other contexts, our relationship to the garden,
and by implication, the world, is homologous to our relationship with God: we are enjoined to do to the garden what
we do for God (avodah – service), and also what God does for or to us, as in the priestly blessing of Numbers 6:24:
“yevarechecha… veyishmerecha”, “May God bless you, and watch over you.”

This observation leads us to dig deeper into the dynamic of le’ovdah u’leshomrah, and uncover further layers. For
instance: from what exactly are we meant to protect or guard “the garden”? Some say wild animals, or the less ordered,
more chaotic world of nature outside the garden. This doesn’t ring true, though, since animals are clearly included in
the garden, and the entire world has already been deemed “very good.”  There is no implication of a radical dichotomy
between the garden and the world. I would suggest that the main threat to the garden, and by extension, the world, is
precisely the other pair of the dyad - the cultivation, the human work.

The mission is to work, to produce, to develop - but at the same time to preserve, to guard, to be vigilant that the work
doesn’t get out of hand. It must remain, in a word, sustainable. Indeed, perhaps the best translation of le’ovdah

u’leshomrah is “sustainable development”. Working the land is crucial for human flourishing—but guarding the earth
is the critical complement. We need to guard the world precisely from our avodah, the effects of our own work. In our
struggle for the earth’s fruits, we sow the seeds of our own, and the world’s, destruction—unless we temper our toil with
responsibility and concern for posterity. This responsibility is at the root of the very important contemporary notion of
stewardship. Classically, to be a steward is to be in the middle: above is the lord of the manor, who has entrusted his
domain to the charge of the servant-steward, below is the realm of responsibility. Notice the duality here in the notion
of responsibility: the steward is responsible to the one who is really in charge, and at the same time responsible for the
things entrusted. There is no traditional Hebrew term for the idea of stewardship, but it seems clear that this is another
good translation of the ideal of le’ovdah u’leshomrah.

When read together, these stories (chs. 1 and 2) use a sort of “literary parallax” to create a composite portrait that
strives to do justice to the many sides of its subjects: the Creator, the creating, the creation, and the creatures, includ-
ing ourselves. We do indeed have a central role to play in the world, combining the prowess called for in chapter 1, with
the responsibility explicated in chapter 2.  We cannot manage the earth - nor should we strive to - but our impact on
it is so great that we have to take responsibility for shaping policy for our actions, that determine a great deal of the
course of the planet. In other words, if there is anything that we need to manage, it is ourselves, first and foremost.  This
brings us to our next example.

THE LAWS OF BAL TASHCHIT (DO NOT DESTROY)
Probably the best-known Jewish value concept and collection of halakhot regarding environmental responsibility are
those grouped under the heading of bal tashchit (lit. “do not destroy”, or “waste”), which prohibits many forms of
waste, destruction, vandalism and the like. The career of this mitzvah begins in the book of Deuteronomy, develops in
Tannaitic literature, expands in the Talmud, is refracted through medieval commentaries and codes, and is applied in
early and late halakhic responsa.

For anyone familiar with this value from references in contemporary environmental literature, it may be surprising to
discover that the original context refers exclusively to fruit trees and their use, and that in a time of war!5 While other
texts deal with proper treatment of the enemy, and terms of peace agreements, the verses in question here focus on
the treatment of nature during the waging of war. This may seem esoteric at first, but the fact is that from the ancient
Romans sowing salt in enemy fields, to the scorched earth policy of the Russians in their desperate war against
Napoleon, to the devastating American chemical defoliation of Vietnam with napalm and Agent Orange and Saddam
Hussein’s burning of oil wells in Kuwait, armies have used environmental destruction as a tactic in warfare. Why cavil
at the loss of a few trees (or farmland, or air and water) when military victory and human lives are at stake?

5 Deuteronomy 20:19-20.
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Let us remember the context, which is essentially one of life and death: shortening a war means saving lives and 
reducing suffering. Given the supreme value of human life in the Jewish tradition, one would think that nearly anything
that would lead to the end of the conflict would therefore be justifiable. Thus it is surprising to find that what the Torah
is concerned about is how the Israelite army treats the trees.  

And yet, the Torah, which calls us to dominion, and generally justifies various uses of nature, says here that there are
strict limitations: acts of destruction with dire long-term consequences are inadmissible even for pressing short-term
goals. Moreover, a strict distinction must be preserved between human conflicts and our relationship with the natural
world, which must be kept out of the fray. Nature must not become a pawn on a human chessboard.

The text declares that scorched earth is immoral, for though you may need the wood of the fruit trees to secure imme-
diate victory—you will need their fruit in peaceful years to come even more. If you’re going to live in a land after the
smoke clears and the fighting is over, you had better not destroy exactly that thing you were fighting for.6

Despite its somewhat esoteric context—battlefield forestry rules - the rabbis rightly perceived the wide-ranging 
implications of such a regulation for daily life. One can apply the reasoning known as kal va’homer (a fortiori): if in the
most extreme case of wartime, a life-and-death situation, it is forbidden to irrevocably harm the natural environment,
then how much more so regarding day-to-day situations of personal comfort and economic profit and loss. 

The Mishnah categorically states that while one who cuts down plants belonging to another is criminally liable, it is 
likewise unlawful to cut down one’s own plants (neti’ot – apparently not even limited to fruit trees).7 Here is a clear
limitation on what we modern Westerners would take as basic property rights; what is ours is not really ours. 

The rabbis widened the scope of this principle, but also limited its applicability. As framed in Maimonides’ classic legal
code, the Mishneh Torah, it becomes forbidden to “smash household goods, tear clothes, demolish a building, stop up
a spring, or destroy articles of food”8.  Even human-made elements are protected against wanton destruction.

The rabbinic expansion of the jurisdiction of bal tashchit encompasses a variety of areas that are quite environmen-
tally salient. For instance, the question of energy conservation is addressed in the tractate of Shabbat: “Rabbi Zutra
said, ‘One who covers an oil lamp, or uncovers a naphtha lamp transgresses the prohibition of bal tashchit, since these
acts cause the lamp to burn with unnecessary speed.”9 It is not at all a far cry to ask what this value has to say about
gas-guzzling cars, or energy intensive appliances, and the rate at which we are consuming resources for energy. If it is
possible to be more efficient, to slow down, to conserve - then we are violating a mitzvah by not doing so.

We can contemplate similar extensions in our own day. For instance, bal tashchit can be defined as forbidding the
wanton destruction of anything of value. But value is relative: for instance, recycling technologies mean that garbage
now has value. Therefore not recycling should be declared a flagrant violation of this Biblical injunction. The Sefer

Hahinukh, a 13th-century elucidation of the Commandments, saw in the mitzvah of bal tashchit a very general 
principle, a middah, a virtue, to be cultivated:

…to love that which is good and worthwhile and to cling to it, so that good becomes a part of us and we will
avoid all that is evil and destructive. This is the way of the righteous and those who improve society… that
nothing, not even a grain of mustard, should be lost… if possible they will prevent any destruction that they
can. Not so are the wicked, who rejoice in the destruction of the world, and they are destroying themselves.10

6 Writing this from Israel, I can’t ignore the fact that the issue of destroying trees in times of war, which might seem esoteric in the Diaspora, is painfully rel-

evant here. Jews uproot Arab olive trees (to prevent them being used as cover for attackers, or as spiteful vandalism, and sometimes for economic reasons,

to resell to other Jews), and there have been hundreds of incidents of arson against the ‘Jewish’ pine trees of JNF forests (many of which are planted over

the ruins of destroyed Arab villages, or admittedly used to prevent the expansion of Israeli Arab towns and villages). The Land of Israel has been one of the

great silent victims of the century long conflict in which we are embroiled. 
7 Mishnah Bava Kamma 8:6
8 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings 6:10; cf. Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 129a
9 Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 67b
10 Sefer Ha-Hinukh #530
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And as for consumerism: against the zeitgeist of wanting more and better things come religious pronouncements that
seem downright primitive, if not anti-humanist: “Who is rich? One who is satisfied with one’s portion.”11 While no one
can argue with inner peace, many of us unconsciously equate contentment with complacency, and from there it is but
a small step to stagnation. Western society, it is claimed, has succeeded because of dissatisfaction, through struggling
and striving for more. But there are two nagging problems with this otherwise rosy picture. One is ecological, or material:
the continually increasing through-put of the consumer society is leading to resource depletion and increased waste
and pollution. The other is psychological, or spiritual: perennial dissatisfaction is not a great recipe for satisfaction. 

What is required is not frugality and self-denial, but a different model altogether of happiness and fulfillment, a radical
de-coupling of personal satisfaction and happiness from the need for ever-increasing material goods. We should 
rephrase the Avot question and answer: “Who is wealthy? One whose personal fulfillment and happiness is not tied to
material affluence and consumption; where the good life is not a function of a life of goods.”

JUDAISM AND ENVIRONMENTALISM: A COMMON VISION
There are in fact more points of agreement between religion and (allegedly secular) environmentalism than might first
meet the eye. For instance, ecological and Jewish perspectives dovetail in seeing the natural world as precious or 
purposive. Moreover, as opposed to secular humanism, both ecological thought (with its recognition of interdepend-
ence and the trans-human complexity of ecosystems) and religion (with an all-embracing God at the center), share a
crucially important perspective, which I shall call “something-else-centrism”. Whether the Earth belongs to God or
simply to itself, it surely isn’t ours.

Environmentalism and religion speak with one voice of imposing on modern Western liberal technological society and
free-market capitalism a transcendent set of values and criteria that buttress the belief in something greater than the
individual and the fulfillment of her or his immediate personal needs.

Religion speaks in terms of eternity, emphasizing the long-term, much as environmentalists emphasize how our 
actions today will affect the Earth and future generations. This contrasts sharply with the quarterly report and the
four-year term of office, which fail to take environmental health and human well being over the long term into account.
Religion can also help promote spiritual fulfillment over materialism, helping us to combat the rampant, vapid 
consumerism of modern life. Focusing on spiritual growth helps our reprioritization of personal and collective goals,
re-envisioning the good life and what is necessary to make it a reality. 

IN CONCLUSION…
Consider God’s doing! Who can straighten what He has twisted?” (Ecclesiastes 7:13). When the Holy Blessed

One created the first Adam, God showed Adam all the trees of the Garden of Eden and said: ‘See My works, how

lovely they are, how fine they are. All I have created, I created for you. Take care not to corrupt and destroy My

world, for if you ruin it, there is no one to come after you to put it right.’12

While we have emphasized the novelty of many environmental challenges, clearly the sages of over a thousand years
ago also had a sense of the possibility of widespread destruction of which the human being was capable. But preced-
ing the gloom of the threat is the invitation to appreciate the beauty and joy that is part of the natural world. This piece
of Midrash is a powerful educational statement: first we are to open ourselves up to what the world does to us, for us,
and only then can we confront what we do to the world in return, our responsibility for it. 

As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel expressed it: “As civilization advances, the sense of wonder declines. Such decline is
an alarming symptom of our state of mind. We will not perish for want of information, but only for want of appreciation.”13

11 Mishnah Avot 4:1
12 Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7
13 Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man, p. 46 
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ENVIRONMENT – TEXT 1

BABYLONIAN TALMUD SANHEDRIN 38A
The Rabbis taught: adam [the human] was created on the eve of the Sabbath [i.e. last].  Why?
[1] So that heretics would not be able to claim that God had a partner in the act of Creation;
[2] Another answer: so that the human could enter into a mitzvah immediately [the Shabbat];
[3] Another answer: so that if he becomes too haughty, he can be told: the gnat preceded you in the order of creation.
[4] Another answer: so that he could enter into a banquet immediately. This is similar to a flesh-and-blood king who that

built a palace, and furnished it, and laid a banquet, and then invited in the honored guests…. 

• Explain answer [1].  What does it say about the place of humans in creation?
• In answer [2] – what was created later, humans or Shabbat?  Why is this important?
• What does answer [3] teach us?
• What are the responsibilities of the ‘honored guests’ in answer [4]?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS
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BABYLONIAN TALMUD BAVA KAMMA 30A
The Rabbis taught: The early pious ones [hassidim rishonim] would hide their thorns and broken glass three 
handbreaths deep in their fields, so they wouldn’t hold up the plowing. Rav Sheshet would throw his in the fire, and
Rava would throw his in the Euphrates River. Rav Yehudah said: whoever wants to be a hasid should observe the laws
of damages.

• How many lessons can we learn from the first text?
• In the second text, what are the implications of common property being ‘ours’?
• Is there any difference between the waste the hasidim threw away and our waste?  
• Do these teachings apply to us, today?  Why/why not?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS

BABYLONIAN TALMUD BAVA KAMMA 50B
It has been taught: A person shouldn’t remove stones from his own field to common property. Once there was a man
who was removing stones from his field to the public thoroughfare, when a hasid said to him: “Hey, you foolish man,
why are you removing the stones from property that isn’t yours, to that which is?” The man laughed at the hasid. Later,
when the man was forced to sell his field, he was walking along the thoroughfare, and tripped over his old stones. “That
hasid spoke well about removing the stones from property that was not  mine to that which is.” 
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EXODUS 20:14
Do not covet your neighbor’s house: do not covet your neighbor’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor
his ox, nor his donkey, nor anything that is your neighbor’s.

• Why is it a commandment not to covet?
• Are the rabbis in the second text calling for us to be ascetics?  Why/why not?
• How might the second text be related to the first?
• What does the final sentence of the second text mean?  Is there a lesson for today we can draw from that text?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS

BABYLONIAN TALMUD, SHABBAT 140B
Rav Hisda said: Whoever can eat barley bread, but eats wheat bread, violates the precept of bal tashchit [‘do not 
destroy’]. And Rav Papa said: Whoever can drink beer but drinks wine, violates the precept of bal taschit.  But [others
claim]: these opinions are not correct, because bal tashchit regarding one’s own body takes precedence. 
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ENVIRONMENT – TEXT 4

DEUTERONOMY 20:19-20
If you beseige a city for many days in order to battle against it and seize it, you shall not destroy its trees by wielding
an axe against them; you may eat from them but you shall not cut them down – are trees in the field human beings, for
you to lay seige to them?  You may use only such trees as you know are not for food; those you may destroy and cut
down to build siegeworks with them against the city which is at war with you, until it surrenders.

• What strict ideal is expressed in text 1?  Is that ideal modified in the text?  If so, how?
• What further ideals are expressed in text 2?
• How do you understand Rabbi Hanina’s comment?
• Is it possible to resolve Rabbi Hanina’s position with Ravina’s?  Why/why not?

ZIEGLER SCHOOL OF RABBINIC STUDIES
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STUDY QUESTIONS

BABYLONIAN TALMUD BAVA KAMMA 91B
Rav said: if a palm tree is holding a kab’s worth – it is forbidden to cut it down.  But we have another source that says
something different!  Here it is: How much should an olive tree hold in order not to be cut down?  A quarter of a kab!
But olives are different: they are more important.  Rabbi Hanina said: the only reason my son died was that he cut
down a fig tree before its time.  But Ravina held: if its [the tree’s] monetary value [for other uses] is greater than that
of its fruit, it is permissible to cut it down.  
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ENVIRONMENT – TEXT FOR GROUP STUDY

A NEW CATEGORY OF MITZVOT?
The dominant classical understanding of the mitzvot divides them into mitzvot bein adam le’havero (obligations 
between people, lit. “between human and ‘his’ fellow”) and mitzvot bein adam la-makom (obligations of people to
God, lit. “between human and the Place” – a fascinating epithet for God in our context).1 The former are seen usually
as ethical and social responsibilities, while the latter are ritual or cultic observances. Environmental issues, neither 
ritual/cultic nor ethical in a classical sense, fall between the cracks.

Today we need a new category. This is not to suggest inventing new mitzvot or halakhot out of whole cloth, but rather
regrouping and refocusing existing concepts and values to facilitate our engagement with them.  We need to begin
speaking in Jewish language of our moral and ethical obligations to the earth - those actions that have never been
grouped together before - as mitzvot bein adam le-’olam, “between people and the world.”

- Dr Jeremy Benstein
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SESSION SUGGESTIONS – ENVIRONMENT

INTRODUCTION
This unit begins the ‘subject-specific’ sessions: you may be placing it after Unit 5, or directly after the Introduction.  You
might wish to begin this particular session (and the ones that follow) with an audit of the group – what do they already
do in relation to this topic, and what are their basic views?  

Recap the basic points of the essay: how Jewish tradition and the environment are related, creation and consumption,
the injunction not to destroy, 

CHAVRUTA STUDY
The texts deal with various aspects raised by the essay – creation, waste, consumption, destruction.  After the chavruta
groups have reported, you might wish to ask which of the texts, if any, felt the most directly relevant to the group (the
answers are likely to vary).  Why was that?  How can the group translate the message of the texts over to their lives
and the effect of their lives on our world?

GROUP STUDY
The text provided is short, but its message is radical: how do we create a new category of mitzvot to enable us to 
protect and cherish our environment?  Participants might wish to refer back to the essay and texts for ideas here.
Once the list is created, discuss ways to use and publicize it.  Discussions here could lead on to the conducting of an
informal environmental audit of people’s lives, or of the synagogue as a whole; or to the formulation of a new policy; or
to a ‘top 10’ personal plan for environmental action.

If you do not wish to use the text – there is a wealth of material available about protecting the environment.  You might
wish to show a movie, invite representatives from local groups to study with the group and speak to them afterwards.
If you google ‘rabbi environment’ you will find numerous sermons from all denominations – you might wish to study a
single one, or a number of them together.  Or you might have pre-existing material of your own.  A search using ‘Jewish
environment’ will take you to the websites of numerous Jewish organizations working in the field.  

The aim should be to prompt action – study alone is not enough.  However: it is easy for people to feel intimidated or
powerless in the face of the large-scale challenges we face in this area.  You might find that material along the lines of
Rabbi Tarfon’s maxim, “It is not for you to finish the work…but neither are you free to desist from it” (Mishnah Avot
2:16) will be of use in reinforcing the translation of study into action.

CONCLUSION
Allow time for participants to update and amend their personal manifestos.  How will they incorporate protection of
the environment into their Jewish practice?  Hand out the essay for next time, and conclude the session.
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CONTRIBUTORS

RABBI MORRIS J ALLEN has served as the first rabbi of Beth Jacob Congregation in Mendota Heights, Mn. since
1986.  Ordained by the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1984, Rabbi Allen also has his Masters in Social Work from the
University of Wisconsin-Madison.  Rabbi Allen is the Director of the Hekhsher Tzedek project, a concept he devel-
oped.  The project is a joint initiative of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism and the Rabbinical Assembly.
Rabbi Allen is married to Phyllis Gorin, a pediatrician, and they are the parents of three children.

JEANNIE APPLEMAN As director of the Leadership For Public Life Training and Leadership Development project 
for the Jewish Funds for Justice, Jeannie trains and organizes rabbinical and cantorial student leaders from all the
movements’ seminaries (including at AJU and JTS), with the help of IAF organizers and Meir Lakein.  

RABBI BRADLEY SHAVIT ARTSON (www.bradartson.com) is the Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at
the American Jewish University, where he is Vice President. A Doctoral student in Contemporary Theology, he is the
author of almost 200 articles and 6 books, including the forthcoming Everyday Torah: Wisdom, Dreams, & Visions 
(McGraw Hill).

JACOB ARTSON, 15, attends Hamilton High School in Los Angeles. He is dedicated to helping all people, whether
they have special needs or not, live with dignity and meaning. He would like to thank his mentor Dr. Ricki Robinson,
his parents, and his amazing twin sister Shira, who is his best friend, role model, cheerleader, advocate and fashion con-
sultant.

DR STEVEN BAYME serves as National Director, Contemporary Jewish Life Department, for the American Jewish
Committee. He is the author of Understanding Jewish History: Texts and Commentaries and Jewish Arguments

and Counter-Arguments, and has co-edited two volumes, The Jewish Family and Jewish Continuity (with Gladys
Rosen) and Rebuilding the Nest: A New Commitment to the American Family (with David Blankenhorn and Jean
Bethke Elshtain). 

DR. JEREMY BENSTEIN is the associate director of the Heschel Center for Environmental Learning and Leadership
in Tel Aviv. He holds a master’s degree in Judaic Studies and a doctorate in environmental anthropology. He is the 
author of The Way Into Judaism and the Environment (Jewish Lights, 2006), and writes and lectures widely on the
topics of Judaism, Israel and the environment. He lives in Zichron Yaakov with his wife and two sons.

DR ARYEH COHEN is Associate Professor of Rabbinic Literature at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies. He is a past
president of the Progressive Jewish Alliance. Dr. Cohen is the author of two books and many articles  in Rabbinics and
Jewish Studies more broadly, and the intersection of the Jewish textual tradition and issues of Social Justice.

ELLIOT N DORFF, Rabbi, PhD, is Rector and Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the American Jewish University
in Los Angeles.  He specializes in ethics, with books on Jewish medical, social, and personal ethics, but he has also
written on Jewish law and theology.  His books on social justice are entitled, To Do the Right and the Good: A Jewish

Approach to Modern Social Ethics and The Way Into Tikkun Olam (Fixing the World).

AARON DORFMAN is the director of education of American Jewish World Service.  Prior to his work at AJWS, Aaron
spent nine years teaching and leading youth programs at Temple Isaiah, a Reform synagogue in Northern California.
Aaron holds a Masters Degree in Public Policy from the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, a B.A.
from the University of Wisconsin, and a certificate from the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem.

RABBI ADAM FRANK is spiritual leader of Congregation Moreshet Yisrael in Jerusalem and also teaches at Jerusalem’s
Conservative Yeshiva.  Several of Rabbi Frank’s articles on Tsa’ar Ba’alei Hayyim have appeared in both the Jewish
and animal welfare press.  Adam is married to Lynne Weinstein and they have 2 children, Nadav and Ella, and Zoe.
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CONTRIBUTORS

ABE FRIEDMAN is currently studying for rabbinic ordination at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies as well as an
MBA in Nonprofit Management at the American Jewish University.  Originally from Atlanta, Georgia, Abe is a graduate
of USY’s Nativ Leadership Program in Israel and Boston University.  He currently lives in Los Angeles with his wife and
daughter.

RABBI MICHAEL GRAETZ (www.justone9@gmail.com) is the Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Magen Avraham in
Omer, and he was a founder and first director of the Masorti Movement in Israel. He has taught Jewish studies in Kaye
State College in Beer Sheva. He is the author of many articles in Hebrew and English, including “Va-Yaomodu ba-Omer”
about a theology of halakhah, and was the chair of Siddur Committee of the RA of Israel.

RABBI TZVI GRAETZ is the executive director of Masorti Olami and MERCAZ Olami, ordained by Schechter Institute
in 2003 and formerly was rabbi of Kehilat Shevet Achim in Gilo, Jerusalem.

MEIR LAKEIN is the lead organizer for the Greater Boston Synagogue Organizing Project of the Jewish Community
Relations Council of Greater Boston, deeply organizing in thirteen synagogues to bring about social change, transform
religious communities, and help communities around the country learn from our work.  

LENORE LAYMAN, MA is the director of the Special Needs and Disability Services Department at the Partnership for
Jewish Life and Learning in Rockville, MD.  She has worked in a variety of Jewish day school, congregational school and
camp settings teaching and directing Jewish community programs for individuals with disabilities.  

RUTH W MESSINGER is the president of American Jewish World Service, an international development organization.
Prior to assuming this role in 1998, Ms. Messinger was in public service in New York City for 20 years.  In honor of her
tireless work to end the genocide in Darfur, Sudan, Ms. Messinger received an award from the Jewish Council for 
Public Affairs in 2006, and has been awarded honorary degrees from both Hebrew Union College and Hebrew College.
Ms. Messinger has three children, eight grandchildren, and one great-grandchild.

RABBI CHERYL PERETZ is the Associate Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the American Jewish 
University where she also received her ordination.  Prior to her career in the rabbinate, she received her MBA from
Baruch College and spent many years in corporate consulting and management for Fortune 500 companies.  She is the
author of a chapter on the halakhah of employment for the forthcoming Living a Jewish Life book to be published by
Aviv Press.

RABBI AVRAM ISRAEL REISNER (avreisner@jtsa.edu) is Rabbi of Chevrei Tzedek Congregation in Baltimore, MD and
an adjunct professor at Baltimore Hebrew University. He has been a member of long standing on the Conservative
Movement’s Committee on Jewish Law and Standards.

RABBI BENJAMIN EDIDIN SCOLNIC (scolnic@aol.com) has been the rabbi of Temple Beth Sholom in Hamden, 
Connecticut since 1983. He is the Biblical Consultant of the North Sinai Archaeological Project and Adjunct Professor
in Judaica at the Southern Connecticut State University. He is the author of over 70 articles and 9 books, including If

the Egyptians Died in the Red Sea, Where are Pharaoh’s Chariots? (2006) and the forthcoming I’m Becoming

What I’m Becoming: Jewish Perspectives (2008).

DEBORAH SILVER is entering the fourth year of the rabbinic program at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies, 
Los Angeles.  Prior to attending the school she was a writer and editor, and subsequently qualified as an attorney in
England, where she worked for the  London firm Mishcon de Reya and thereafter as an Associate Professor at BPP Law
School.  She co-edited the previous Ziegler Adult Learning book, Walking with God.
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SUGGESTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

INTRODUCTION
See the various essays on social justice at www.bradartson.com

THE PROPHETS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
Frances I Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Amos, The Anchor Bible, 1989
Paul D. Hanson, The Diversity of Scripture: A Theological Interpretation, Fortress Press, 1982
R B Y Scott, The Relevance of the Prophets, Macmillan Publishing Company, 1969
Robert R Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel, Augsberg Fortress Publishers,1980

THE ETHICAL IMPULSE IN RABBINIC JUDAISM
Eugene Borowitz and Frances Weinman Schwartz, The Jewish Moral Virtues, Jewish Publication Society, 1999
Elliot N Dorff, To Do the Right and the Good: A Jewish Approach to Modern Social Ethics, Jewish Publication Society, 2002
Elliot N Dorff, The Way Into Tikkun Olam (Fixing the World), Jewish Lights, 2005
Elliot N Dorff with Louis E. Newman (for vols. 1-3) and Danya Ruttenberg (vols. 4-6), eds. Jewish Choices, Jewish Voices: Money 
(volume 2), Power (volume 3), and Social Justice (volume 6), JPS, 2008

A TORAH OF JUSTICE – A VIEW FROM THE RIGHT?
Emil Fackenheim, To Mend the World, Stocken Books, 1987
Norman Podhoretz, The Prophets, The Free Press, 2002

A TORAH OF JUSTICE – A VIEW FROM THE LEFT?
Or Rose, Jo Ellen Kaiser and Margie Klein (eds.) Righteous Indignation, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007
Susannah Heschel (ed.), Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity: Essays by Abraham Joshua Heschel, Farrar Strauss & Giroux, 1997

ENVIRONMENT
Jeremy Benstein, The Way Into Judaism and the Environment, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006
Mike Cumins, A Wild Faith: Jewish Ways into Wilderness, Wilderness Ways into Judaism, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007
Alon Tal, Pollution in a Promised Land – An Environmental History of Israel, University of California Press, 2002
Martin Yaffe (ed.), Judaism and Environmental Ethics: A Reader, Lexington Books, 2001

BUSINESS ETHICS
Aaron Levine, Case Studies in Jewish Business Ethics, Library of Jewish Law & Ethics vol. 22, Ktav Publishing House, 2000 
Rabbi S Wagschal, Torah Guide to Money Matters, Philipp Feldheim Publishers, 1991
The Darche Noam website, http://www.darchenoam.org/ethics/business/bus_home.htm

INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC JUSTICE
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference, Continuum International Publishing Group, 2003
What Should a Billionaire Give – and What Should You?, Peter Singer,
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/17/magazine/17charity.t.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=what+should+a+billionaire+give&st=nyt&oref=slogin
The Gift, Ian Parker, The New Yorker, http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2004/08/02/040802fa_fact_parker
Save the Darfur Puppy, Nicholas Kristof, New York Times,
http://select.nytimes.com/2007/05/10/opinion/10kristof.html?scp=1&sq=save+the+darfur+puppy&st=nyt
Also see the AJWS website, www.ajws.org

SPECIAL NEEDS
Shelly Christensen, Jewish Community Guide to Inclusion of People with Disabilities, Jewish Family and Children’s Service of 
Minneapolis, www.jfcsmpls.org
Rabbi Judith Z. Abrams and William C. Gaventa (eds.) Jewish Perspectives on Theology and the Human Experience of Disability,
Journal of Religion, Disability and Health, Volume 10, Numbers 3, 4, Winter  2006, Haworth Pastoral Press,  www.HaworthPress.com
Rabbi Carl Astor, Mishaneh Habriyot – Who Makes People Different: Jewish Perspectives on People with Disabilities, United 
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, 2005

KASHRUT
David Schnall, By the Sweat of Your Brow, Yeshiva University, 2001 
David Bleich, Animal Experimentation, Contemporary Halakhic Problems III, Yeshiva University, 1989
Aaron Levine, Moral Issues of the Marketplace in Jewish Law, Yashar Books, 2005

ISRAEL
Arthur Hertzberg (ed.), The Zionist Idea: A Historical Analysis and Reader, JPS, 1997
Website of Rabbis For Human Rights, http://rhr.israel.net

AFTERWORD
Michael Gecan, Going Public: An Organizer’s Guide to Citizen Action, Anchor, 2004
Jewish Funds for Justice, Kedishot Kedoshot (available from Jewish Funds for Justice, (212) 213-2113)
Jewish Funds for Justice website, www.jewishjustice.org
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You can use any or all of the songs in the suggested sessions.  They are listed in the order of title-artist-album, and all
are available on iTunes.  Please note that one or two have explicit lyrics – these are clearly marked.  

Introduction

How Come – Ray LaMontange – Trouble 
For What It’s Worth – Buffalo Springfield – Buffalo Springfield
If I Had A Hammer – Peter, Paul and Mary – The Best of Peter Paul and Mary
What’s Going On – Marvin Gaye – What’s Going On

The Prophets and Social Justice

Fuel – Ani DiFranco – Little Plastic Castle
Chimes of Freedom – Bob Dylan – Bob Dylan: The Collection
Keep On Rockin’ In The Free World – Neil Young – Greatest Hits

The Ethical Impulse in Rabbinic Judaism

Talkin’ Bout A Revolution – Tracy Chapman – Tracy Chapman
Blowin’ In The Wind – Peter, Paul and Mary – The Best of Peter, Paul and Mary
Down By The Riverside – Waste Deep In The Big Muddy And Other Love Songs

A Torah of Justice – A View from the Right?

Hands – Jewel - Spirit
The Times They Are A Changin’ – Bob Dylan – The Essential Bob Dylan
We Are One – Safam – Peace By Peace

A Torah of Justice – A View from the Left?

He Was My Brother – Simon and Garfunkel – Wednesday Morning, 3AM
Oxford Town – Bob Dylan – The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan
A Change Is Gonna Come – Sam Cooke – Ain’t That Good News

Environment

The Horizon Has Been Defeated – Jack Johnson -On and On 
Holy Ground – The Klezmatics – Wonder Wheel
Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology) – Marvin Gaye – What’s Going On
Big Yellow Taxi – Joni Mitchell - Dreamland

Business Ethics

Working Class Hero – John Lennon – Working Class Hero:  The Definitive Lennon
Carpal Tunnel – John O’ Conner – Classic Labor Songs From Smithsonian Folkways
We Do The Work – Jon Fromer - Classic Labor Songs From Smithsonian Folkways

International Economic Justice

We Are The World. – USA For Africa – We Are The World (Single)
Outside A Small Circle of Friends – Phil Ochs – The Best of Phil Ochs
El Salvador – Peter, Paul and Mary – The Best of Peter Paul and Mary

Special Needs

What It’s Like – Everlast – The Best of House of Pain and Everlast – EXPLICIT LYRICS

Mr. Wendall – Arrested Development – 3 years, 5 months, and 2 days in the life Of…
The Boy In The Bubble – Paul Simon – The Essential Paul Simon

Kashrut

All You Can Eat – Ben Folds – Supersunnyspeedgraphic, The LP – EXPLICIT LYRICS

Mr. Greed – John Fogerty - Centerfield
We Just Come To Work Here, We Don’t Come To Die –Anne Feeney - Classic Labor Songs From Smithsonian Folkways

Israel

Hope: Pray On – Sweet Honey In The Rock - 25
Yihiyeh Tov – David Broza – Things Will Be Better, The Best Of David Broza
Misplaced – Moshav Band

Afterword

With My Own Two Hands – Ben Harper – Diamonds On The Inside
Living For The City – Stevie Wonder – Number 1’s
Redemption Song – Bob Marley - Legend

MUSICAL PLAYLIST TO ACCOMPANY EACH SESSION
Compiled by Noam Raucher
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