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A Rabbi Reflects on American Orthodoxy,
Torah and the Environment

By Michacl Feldstein

Barry FKomblau is
an Orthodox abbi who
cares about the covi-
ronment from the per
spectives of Torah and
science. He does not identify as an “enviran-
mentalist,” a rerm that he considers polit
cized. His message to fellowr Orthodio Jewes:
Ignore the paolitical noise and focus on the
actual, deveriorating stare of God's creation,
and what can be done b improve it

Rabbi Karmblaus wark focuses on the
realitics of climate change, biodiversity
Iss, and their wide ange of nepative cone
sequences for the TL.8, Tsrael and the world,
“Since all stern from human activity, these
impacts will deepen unless we change
coarse,” he said. For over 20 years, he has
worked ta ger American Orthodeoxy o do
its fair share regarding these issoes.

To berer understand all this, Rabhi
Komblaus organization, Meisharim, and
Nishma Besearch recently published a sur-
vey and report, “American Orthodos fewry,
Climate Change, and Other Environmen-
tal Issues: Religion, Science, and Poliics”
(metsharimorg'what-weve-done) 1t finds
that Maodern Orthodox Jewry is mare con-
cerned about climate change than s dis-
COUrse suggests, a sign of a communicy out
af sync with trself. And, while many Crtho-
dox Jews embrace a Torah duty to steward
creation, it is applied inconsistently to cli-
mate chanpe,

1 had a chance 1o speak 1o Rabid Kormn
Blaw aboun the intersection between envi-
ranmental izsues, halachaand American
Orthodexy. Below is the transcrips of our
interview:

Judmism reaches the concepe of bal nash-
chit—the prohibition against wasie. How
might this principle gwide Jewish commumni-
tics in confronting medern challenges like
and food wasee?

Mare than a century apga, the leading
Sephardi posek, Ban Ish Chai, ruled that
bal tashchic prohibis wsing foel withoot
benefit, or using mare than the minimum
amount of fuel necessary for a task (Torah
Lishma 7§, citing Shabbat 6761 These nilings
are particularly consequendal today, when
fossil fuels power more than three-quarters
ab worldwide enerpy consumption and ame
a magor saurce of air pollution, prematite
death and climate change,

At home, worlk, shul and an wacation,
pracrical exzenslons of Hen lsh Chai's raling
coald include reducing energy consump-
tion, including gratuivous Al usage (Al uses
an enormons and growing amoont of en-
ergy); improving building insulation; and
increasing the enersy efficiency of one's
appliances and vehicles, A home or insti-
tutional energy audit can identify the apti-
mal ways Lo save the most energy and mon-
ey in these areas,

The noted religious Zionist posak Bab-
bi Eliczer Melamed expansively applies hal
tashchit o0 environmental concemns [Pe-
ninei Halakhah, Fashout). He notes that hu-
manitys tremendous population growth
and powerful technologies have enormaus
ly increased its ability w pellute and dam-
age narare and irs resources on land and in
the seas and armosphere, Moderm soclery
must therefore relate to them and all pro-
cesses that support life on earth with re-
spect, caution and responsibility. Remarka-
bly, he rules that bal tashchit requires, as a
matter of Torah law, all countries and gow-
cINMCnts b pass laws to protect nature and
its resources, and ail citzens e follow those
lawes, Finally, following the view that Ged

should anguish a pious Jew, promptng
them to exert themselves greatly o avodid
irs waste or destruction. In this area, hala-
cha overlaps preatly with what we shoold
alzo do for covircnmental reasons and to
save money. Indeed, about half of Amer.
ican Orthodes Jews already reduce food
waste, and onethird wonld consider st
ing ar deing more

F. Melamed applies bal ashchir 1o food
waste (as well as clothing purchases and
home furnishing and improvement deci-
sions) in detail. He paskens that one should
buy only food that will be caten and pre-
pare only an amount of food that will be
eaten, One must take enough food cnly
o satisfy anes hunger and eat all the food

Rakbxbi Barry Kornblau

created everything with independent val-
ue, irrespective of its value to homan beings,
he rules that we should not damage, with-
out cause, any living thing, He also notes re-
ligious value in preventing the extnction of
species, following laws for the protection of
wild species, preserving the cleanliness and
beaity of natre, and fot linering

Food waste is a major source of green-
house gas emiszions, from fanm to smore 10
kitchen [home and commercial) o plare
to leftovers. In Israel, Leket does a tremen-
dous job reducing food waste at the nation-
al level. In the United States, Orchodoxy is
rightfully proud of Shearith HaFlate of Ber-
pen County and other food-rescue proups.

As individuals, many people nowadays
can afford wo discard food they don't want,
Monetheless, Sefer Hachinuch Moo 52
nates that wasting even a muostard seed
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one an ones plate, (In our e of prosper
iy, however, when sometimes even poor
people are overweight and eat unhealthi-
ly. one who is satiated doesn't need to fin-
ish food they don't want to cat Similarly,
one needn’t eat and can properly discard
unhealthy foods that are tempting for fam-
iy members to eat) He fechids throwing
away healthy and rasty leftovers, which in-
stead should be stored in ane's refrigerator
or freezer, or shared with neighbors, rela.
tives or the poor He applies these laws, as
well, to restaurants and catering halls, de-
tailing how much tme, money and effort
they must expend o find others to eat left-
over healthy food they create,

One could extend B Melamed's rulings
1o includes not discarding food at its “expi-
ration date” but instead smelling and tast-
ing it res derermine whether, in fact, irs arill

edible; planning menus to prioritze eating
lefrowers and fresh food betore they spoil;
avoiding waste during food preparation;
and composting inedible scraps o pre
vent it from generating methane, a potent
preenhouse gas when decaying in landfills,

Plastics and rnicroplastics are ubigui-
oS i warer, Land, sea and animals, cantrib-
urirg sipnificantdy o pollutian around the
wiorld and to climate change. Therefore, re-
ducing plastic usage and recycling or proper-
ly disposing of plastic are important.

The Torah emphasizes the sanctity of
life (pitench nefesh). How should this prin-
ciple influence fewish attifedes toward in-
dustrinl pollution amd policies that directly
impact human health?

In 2oz, prominent lsraeli religious 7
onist rabbis wrode a public letter 10 then
Prime Minister Mafrali Rennerr encoar-
aging his consoructive participation, on
behalf of the Jewish state, in an interna-
tional conference on climate change that
he attended. Signatories included noted
poskim (Rabbis Yaakow Ariel, Shlomo Avin-
e, Yosel Zvi Rimon and Yuval Cherlow) and
other leading rabbis (Yoel Bin Nun, Yehisl
Wasserman, Michael Melchior, David S1av
and athers),

They wrare: *“The Torah analysis of sus
tainabiliry is no longer one concerned only
with the [halachic] gquestion of bal tash-
chit_ Today, it relates to pikuach nefesh
kial olami [global preservation of lite] in
the fullest sense of those words, We are
talking about a dramatic impact upon hu-
man life in the broadest possible senses—
hurnger, draught, the homan and security
aspects of migration—with enormous im-
plications for the quality of life and its very
existence. . The extinction of many spe-
cies offers a window to the possible real
ity towards which we are advancing, and
[may] cross.. When the vast majority of
the worlds scientists working in [the area
of climate change] issue extraotdinarily se-
vere warnings about whart is happening—
thiz abligates us 1o address this realivg”

The lseaell rabbls’ straightforward ac-
ceprance of climate sclentists’ conclusions
conrasts noably with Nishma's new re-
part’s findings about American Modern Or-
thodo: Jewes: 65% of them do not think that
humanity’s activities are the primary cause
of climate change, and 40% think climate
scientists do not understand the cawses
of elimate change, Indeed, 5o% waiild net
trust a statement about chemistry found in
a sclence texthook—ie, on the texthool’s
authority—withour first verifying ir.

Regarding the determination of scientific
trath for halachic purposes in general and re-
parding climare change in particular, B Jerne-
my Wieder, rosh yeshiva at RIETS, notes:

“The tesolution of seeming contlicts
between science and judaism has a long
and complex history—but only when they
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conflict. When the owo do not conflic,
our mradition is quite clear that halacha de-
ermines facts by following the view of
rov bekiin, @ majoricy of experts—and kal
wethomer when the alemate view does
nab even constitute a mike shetize matz,
a =mall minerity, Therefore, since the over.
whelming majority of expernts in the feld
of climare science state thar human acrivie
ties are wnequivocally respongible for the
rapid warming of our planet and it ever-in-
creasing negative consequences, halacha de-
mands that we recognize this reality and act
responsibly. To ignore it—for one's own con-
venience, in accordanoe with one's Amerd-
can political affiliation, or for any other rea-
soq—is an abdication of our responsibility
1o Torakh, and to future penerations”

Many describe climate change o juse
as a soentific or political iswe, but as o
moral one. From a Torah perspective, how
should we understand owr responsibility ro
mitigate the effects of climate change? And
how do Torah laws like shemitoh (sabhbat-
ical year) or hashrut provide guidance for
more sustainable food systems?

We have many moral and halachic du
ties regarding climate change and the de-
velopment of environmentally sustaina
ble societies. When B Herschel Schacher
of RIETS was asked abowt climate change,
his "unflinching” reply concisely summa-
rized the intergenerational moral dory it
impases: “0ur grandchildren have o live in
this world.” Naturally, his view is reflected
in the Talmud (Taanit 236k “Just as my an.
cestors planted carob trees for me, [ oo am
planting for my descendants,”

A second, halachic approach 10 address.
ing climate change sterns from the Torah's
prohibitions against damaging others’ prop-
erty, the laws of harchakar rezikin. As de-
scribed abowe, our moral obligation to pro-
tect and preserve life, and the prohibition
not bo destroy Earth's systems that sustain it,
are a third and fourth moral and legal frame-
waork for addressing climate change,

Finally, stewandship is a fifth mearal and
religious framewark, This “thescentric” en-
vironmental worldview 15 rooted in owr
falth that the eamth and the fullness there-
of are the Lards As each individual and
each generaton—created by God—briefly
passcs through His world, He grants us us-
age rights in its resources, 1o be exercised,
as B Melamed put it “with respect, caw-
tion and responsibility,” so that hature gen-
erations—equally created by and imperant
e God—can also benefit from them. This
framewark suppoits the need o develop
intergenerationally sustainable approaches
o agriculture, food systems, energy sourc-
es and consumption patterns that are neces-
sary o address today’s environmental crises.

Shemimah extends this idea, illustrating
“the concept of posseszion without cwner-
ship which,” for R Jonathan Sacks, z2°l, “is
at the heart of Tudaism's social and envinon
mental ethic” God grants a fazmer in the
Land of lsrael the right o possess a parcel
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af land, along with exclusive usage rights
for six years, [n the seventh year, God ex-
tends usage rights 1o all The fanmer muost
allenw all anro the property he possesses o
take irs produce.

In a similar way, God grants us the abil-
ity to ecat from His world and His bounty,
but the laws of kashmt intensely regulate
nearly every aspect of food consumption.
The prohibition against eating ever min
hathai, Nesh taken from a living animal,
extends this idea wo all humanity, Rabbeinu
Yonah generalizes this idea ro all our pos-
segslons: God has ultimare tite o all our
assets, for which we have only possession
and regulated usage rights,

Although halacha obwiously permirs ko-
sher meat consumpeion, B Melamed and
athers note that the Torah discourapes ex-
cessive desire for meat Additionally, cur-
rent rates of beel consumption, particulacly
in wealthy countries, contribute greatly to
major environmental problems, A sustain
able dier should therefore include smaller
portions of heef, eaten less frequently, sub-
stituring poultry and fish when possible.
The Mishma study finds that about half of
Muodern Orthodoe: already have made these
changes, with a quarter of them willing to
consider starting or doing more.

Do you see the move toward renewa-
ble energy—solar, wind, hydro—as reso-
nating with Jewizh values of stewardship?

These renewable energy sources, along
with nuclear power and other technolo-
gies, are critical for susmainahly powering
contemporary socety. (Moclear waste that
remains radicactive far thousands of years
poses an intergenerational moral challenge
regquicing special attention) While poskim
have vet 1o rule that using them s a formal
mitzvah, some Orhodox shuls and schools
already poweer themselves and generate in-
come) from solar panels an their roofs. In
Israel, a sustained effort is underway to in-
stall them in cemeteries, and the Tzohar rab-
binical organization recently raled that it is
proper ta install solar panels on synagogue
toofs, It is surely also proper to install them
in hames, businesses and elsewhere,

More broadly, the Nishma report finds
that 1% of American Orthodox Jews, Mod-
ern Qrthodox and Charedim alike, already
power their homes with renewable elec-
tricicy, and half of all Orthodoc Jews would
consider doing so.

Our ancient tradition provides startling
contemporary counsel about the need o
make the exta ettort reguired to use sus
tainable eneroy sourcet—of to face nation-
al devastation, The Torah requires a pyre to
bum on the Temple alear 247, The Talmod
permins most ypes of wood o fuel che fire,
but disqualifies olive wood and grapevines.
. Yaakov Emden (Sheeilat Yalavetz 176) ex-
plained that the Talmud's concern for the
land stems from the fact that, left to their
awn devices, ordinary peaple will choose
to source this large, constant fuel supply
the easy way. Namely, they will take the
must easily accessible wood without con-
sidering the wasr, longterm damage this

will canse, To counrer this, K. Emden states
that halacha requires them to expend great
effort (o secure this fuel supply sustainably
Firsr, they must shlep to forests to harvest
wood of trees that do not produce walua
ble fruir. Then, they must shlep that wood
back to Jerusalem.

. Emdens concern about the devas-
tating impact of lazy fuel sourcing contxib-
uted heavily to the collapse of the vast an-
cient copper industry in Timna, in [sraels
Aravah region, Over time, unsustainable re-
liance on the wond of nearby acacia trees
e create charcoal as fuel for the smeliing
fires led to ecological and industrial col-
lapse. Then and now, howewer, other local
groups recognized the central role of acacia
rees in their ecological systemes. From ex-
perience and observation, they knew that
“when the last [acacia] tree is gone, it is the
e of the world” They therefore avoided
these collapses by choosing bo never s
acacla trees for charcoal.

These ancient problems (deforesta
riom; vast, unsustainable usage of conven-
ient fuel sources leading 1o ecological and
nationzal devastation) are now worldwide
crises. It behooves us, as Jews, to heed ouar
own traditions, rooted in our people’s an-
cient, indigenous connection to its Land,
to act upen them, to share them with othe
ers—and o learn from others' connections
1o theeir lands, as well.

Some scholars argue thar Shabbar, with
irs weekly pouse from work and consump-
tion, offers a powerful model for environ-
meniel sustainabiling. Do you see Shabbat
abservance as a framework for responding
to overconsumption amd climate pressures
today?

Dresisting from travel on Shabbat redue-
e5 ones travelrelated CO2 emissions for
the day, Conversely, maintaining a ward-
robe sufficient for fancy clothes every
weel and having multiple elaborare meals
each week may also increase consumption
and emissions. Regardless, | am sleptical
that these tansient effects meaninghully
impact an individual’s or group's emissions
and consumption patterns at the weekly or
annual kevel, Also, a relipious practice par-
ricalar e Jews is not scalable ar the glob.
al lewel; in fact, halacha prohibits non-Jews
from observing Shabbat,

Warze, thinking that Shabbat abser-
wance, per se, has a positive effect on the
environment correlates srongly with lowr
covironmentzl concemn and action. The re-
port cites one Modem Orthodox liberal sur-
wey respondent who is dismissive of climate
chanpe; “Mot driving on Shabbat does more
feor the envitenment than we knowe” This
view of mitzvah observance is much strong.
er among Orthodox Jews who are dismiss-
e af climare change than ethers. Among all
Modern Orthodox respondents, for exam-
ple, 2B% think that Jews' observance of hala-
cha and non-fews following the seven Moa-
hide laws are the most important things for
pratecting and stabilizing the environment;
10% agree strongly with this view. Among
thease who are dismissive of climate change,
thease fipures are two 1o three times higher
[55% agree; 32% stronglyl,

E++IN THE MIDDLE __—» -4

Mowing from actal religious practice o
the world of religious ideas, consider, for ex-
ample, the inspiring thought of B Jonathan
Sacles. He consldered Shabbar to be a week-
Iy reminder of God as Creator; thar eatth
and the fullness thereof ultimarely belong
to Hashem. Creation and all components
af the biological and non-biclogical world
thus have independent dignity, beauty and
integrity, entitled to rest and protection. For
six days we—naot as Creators bul as creag-
e beings and as puandians of creation—use
therm for our purposes. Bur on the seventh,
We Fenalnce cur mastery aver them oo live
out deeper tths Mature is not just some-
thing to be manipulated and exploited. Hu-
man striving must be bound, and so Shabbar
limits our economic activity and our inter-
vention in creation. At their root, nearly all
the 39 prohibited melachat alter the state of
soamee part of creation far human purpose: 1o
make fire; 1o make food, cloths and skins; o
Tuild and rebuild,

These ideas respond 1o some of the hu
man causes of our current envircnmental
challenges, such as humanirys often unre-
strained view of itself; conceiving of nature
as having only instrumental value in rela-
tionship to humanity; and a resource-hun-
gry consumer culture, And they're general-
izable beyond Shabbat itself, and beyond
Jews,

Do you believe the Orthodox Jewish
commurnity hos @ wnigue role or responsi-
biliry in che public discourse on envirom-
mental policy, and If so, whert should that
role look like?

Aspirationally, | cthink the 2a: lerrer
trom religious Zionist rabbis to Prime Min-
ister Bennett gat it right. What they wrote
about the State of Isracl also applies to us
Orthodox Jews: Although we may be few,
we must participate with dedication in
this “global and critical issue [of climate
change], upon which the world's furure de-
pends. The eyes of many in the world are
lifred towwards us, the source of the major
[world] relipions, For from Zion shall go
torth Torah, and the word of the Lord from
Jerusalemn,™ In principle, Torah Jews can
and should bead wordwide conversation
an envirgnmental issues,

In realivy, though, the Mishma study
shows that American Orthodox Jews are
netably kess engaged on environmental is-
sues than other Americans, their neighbors,
and their political peers. And the Unired
Staves and Israel are among the least cn-
vironmentally concerned countries in the
world, 5o for now, I think the most impor-
tamt thing for Orthodee fews to do in these
areas 1% 1o look inwards vo carch up and deo
our fair share along with our fellow cit-
zens and the rest of the world. The increas-
ing incorporation of GrawTorahorgs pro-
grams in American Omthodox schools are a
heartening sign of progress,

Michael Feldstein, whe lives in Stamford, Con-
nectiout, is the author of “Meet Me im the Middle®
Imeet-me-in-the-middle-bock.com), a collection
of essays on contemporary fewish life, He can be
meached at michaeklekbsinagmail com.
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