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“Remember how great Covid was?” Said no one ever. But, I’ll admit, the fleeting thought did 
cross my mind exactly ONCE. It was when my hometown of Los Angeles boasted about its 
air quality in April 2020, just a month into the shutdown, as being “the best in the world.” 
The Environmental Protection Agency declared that L.A. at that moment, had 
experienced the longest consecutive "good" air days since at least 1980.1 (See the photo of 
LA below—taken in April of 2020) 
 

 
 
“As cities and countries went into lockdown, people stopped commuting, factories closed 
or reduced their output, and air pollution seemed to disappear from cities like Los 
Angeles and Delhi,” notes Tatiana Schlossberg in her book Inconspicuous Consumption: 
The Environmental Impact You Don’t Know You Have. “Ship traffic and air travel 
decreased dramatically, now that people were staying home and that buying new things 
to bring home seemed like an immediately dangerous proposition.” The hopeless optimist 
in me clung to this millisecond of utopian bliss. “At the peak of global lockdown regimes, 
greenhouse gas emissions fell by about 17%.”2  
                                                
1 https://www.dgplusdesign.com/insights/los-angeles-experiences-best-month-of-air-quality-since-at-least-
1980 
 
2 Schlossberg, Tatiana: Inconspicuous Consumption: The Environmental Impact You Don’t Know You 
Have, Grand Central Publishing, 2 019, p.xi. 

https://www.dgplusdesign.com/insights/los-angeles-experiences-best-month-of-air-quality-since-at-least-1980
https://www.dgplusdesign.com/insights/los-angeles-experiences-best-month-of-air-quality-since-at-least-1980


 
For a moment in time, as humans ran indoors, stockpiled toilet paper, and grew 
sourdough starter, Nature received the grace she deserved. What’s more, says 
Schlossberg: “[During the shutdown,] we learned that we can actually change our 
behavior pretty quickly in response to a perceived external threat. We learned that 
people need support to be able to make that kind of change, but it can be done.”3 
 
Yes, dear friends- this is a sermon about the climate crisis. And, trust me - there’s no one 
who wants to hear this LESS than I do! It’s been a painful few months researching this, but 
most of the pain is due to my own predisposition to not necessarily love talking about the 
end of the world as we know it. I’ve always been utterly enamored with the great outdoors. 
Over my 55 years, I’ve been blessed to see it in all of its glory: whether sitting atop a 
coastal bluff staring out at the vast, glassy ocean or hiking through a canopied forest 
hearing nothing but critters chirping and the sound of my own boots tramping on pine 
needles. I’ve even been known to hug a tree or two in my time (I mean, I did go to college in 
Santa Barbara, after all), and at one point in my college entrance essays I announced I 
might become a marine biologist (until I discovered that would entail doing science and 
not just befriending dolphins and sea lions). 
 
Today of all days, I hope for us to widen the aperture of our consciousness and consider 
our relationship with the wider natural world. To me, Teshuvah - the process of making 
right our relationships with other human beings and God - is the perfect complement to 
our short study this morning of the Jewish approach to the climate crisis. On this holiest 
of days, we have a critical opportunity to deeply consider our relationship with creation, 
the physical world of which we are a part and on which we depend. 
 
COVID gave those of us who would survive the pandemic a tremendous gift: It showed us 
our capacity to think of others beyond ourselves, and to witness how inextricably linked 
we are to the earth. Our tradition has always been finely attuned to this reality and helps 
us make that connection through our language itself. The word “Isha,” Hebrew for 
“woman,” is from the same root as the word for “fire,” “esh.” The word for human being, 
adam, comes from the same Hebrew root as the word for earth, adamah. These linguistic 
links engrain in us the message: that humans are not separate from the earth. “From dust 
we rise and to dust we return.”4 
 

                                                
3 Ibid., p. xii-xii. 
4  Genesis 3:19 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.3.19?lang=he-en&utm_source=wildernesstorah.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


The Jewish lunar calendar underscores the same elemental connection. “Seeing our 
cosmology in a circle, with each seasonal cycle linked to our psycho-spiritual life journey, 
helps us to embody the earth’s cycles within ourselves,” teaches Sarai Shapiro of an 
organization called Wilderness Torah. We can find ourselves on the Jewish medicine 
wheel. “[This] is a road map that ultimately draws us back to our right placement in the 
circle of life. It reminds us that we ARE the earth.” As Shapiro deduces, “When we again 
truly realize our intimate connection with the rest of creation, we will be unable to 
recklessly harm life.”5 

 

Despite how our tradition would guide us, what are we to make of the acute existential 
disconnect between our actions as human beings and the earth from which we come? On 
Yom Kippur, the liturgy compares our lives to “a passing cloud, a flower that fades…” We 
are “kachomer,” like a clay pot, made from the earth itself, susceptible to breakage, just 
like the environment if it is mishandled.  

Today we take responsibility for our careless handling of this potent yet precious place. 
On this Yom Kippur morning, I want to suggest that we engage in what I’ll call “Earth 
Teshuvah.” I totally made that term up - but it’s my attempt to maybe contextualize the 
problem so that we can concretely take action toward change. The medieval Jewish 
philosopher Maimonides6 devised his own tried and true process of self-evaluation and 
self-improvement in four parts, so let’s apply that model to Earth Teshuvah. I believe we 
know what we have to do, but we still need a framework within which we can work, starting 
with: 
 
                                                
5  https://wildernesstorah.org/wilderness -torah/2010/12/29/the -jewish -medicine-wheel/  
6  Mishneh Torah, Laws on Repentance 2 

https://wildernesstorah.org/wilderness-torah/2010/12/29/the-jewish-medicine-wheel/


1. recognition of the damage we’ve done  
2. remorse for our actions 
3. refraining from further harm, and  
4. restitution for the injury we’ve inflicted 

What does the first step - recognizing the damage we’ve done - look like when we do 
Earth Teshuvah? First and foremost, it means wrapping our minds around how we 
operate as consumers. You can’t be alive today without being a user of lots and lots and 
lots of things. In a consumerist culture of fast fashion, fast food, high tech, and fuel 
consumption, we use more than our fair share of stuff, and - tough as it is to admit - we 
have been successfully brainwashed into equating happiness with possession, novelty, 
and convenience because of commercial influence.  

I’ll be the test case in our analysis of recognizing the damage we’ve done. So here goes: I 
love overnight delivery! It’s like magic! I once ordered a Bullet blender at 4am and it 
arrived by breakfast at 7am the same morning! A smoothie making miracle! But every 
time I order something on Amazon, I feel like I’m stuck holding the bag - or rather the 
plastic packaging and oversized cardboard boxes. The more I order cheaply and 
whimsically online, the more I become inured to both the environmental and human costs 
associated with that shopping spree. Guilty as charged.  

I’m pretty sure I’m not alone. And I know I’m talking to a room full of civic minded, 
responsible, mature people who care a lot about others and the earth. Still, here’s 
Schlossberg’s analysis of my early morning purchase: “Remember how you were ordering 
stuff online and a lot of it was being delivered by truck because you decided you needed 
it tomorrow? Remember that? Remember how great that was and how it meant that 
maybe a truck was traveling at less than full capacity because you needed your socks 
from cheapsocks.com? Research from the Environmental Defense Fund has found that 15 
to 25% of trucks on the road are empty and, when they’re not empty, they are 36% 
underutilized. If we used up half this currently unused capacity we could cut emissions by 
100 million tons each year, or about 20% of all freight truck emissions, and save $30 billion 
of fuel. Just saying.”7 

This is just the most recent example of inconspicuous consumption. The truth is, the 
climate crisis has grown steadily since the Industrial Revolution and has been known 
about since the 1970s. But, “our perceptions that our actions aren’t connected, and that 
the planet’s abundance is unlimited, and the behavior those perceptions encourage, are 
catching up with us.”8 

It says something that it’s really, really hard to keep up with the deluge of climate-related 
news on a daily basis. While Hurricane Ian devastated the Florida coasts just last week, 
we are looking at devastating environmental effects from the Russian war on Ukraine as 
well, not to mention myriad other hot spots which endanger life as we know it across the 
globe. 

The part that gets so often overlooked about the climate crisis is its impact on black, 
brown, and indigenous people and Latinx communities. “Climate change is fundamentally 
a justice issue,” Schlossberg asserts. “It is not possible to create a safe and habitable 
planet without creating a just and equal society…”9 “In 2000, non-white minorities were 
exposed to 40% more air pollution; in 2010 it was 37%. If people of color were exposed to 
the same amount of nitrogen dioxide as whites during those 10 years, 5,000 premature 

                                                
7 Ibid., p.219-220  
8  Ibid., p.233 
9  Ibid., p.xiv-xv 



deaths could’ve been avoided. In the US, racial minorities and low-income households are 
more likely to live near a major road… And air pollution is at its highest concentrations 
along major roads.”10 
 
This first phase of Earth Teshuvah then - recognizing the damage done by our actions or 
inactions - drives home the midrash11 taught by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai about the 
passenger on the boat who takes a drill and starts drilling away under her seat. When the 
other travelers, aghast at the sight, ask her what she’s doing, her response is, “What’s it to 
you?” The message is clear: We’re all in this boat together. 
 
So Step #1 is to recognize our part in this mess. When we bravely face the inconvenient 
truth of climate change, we need to confess our mistakes in order to concretize next 
steps. But what does the second step - showing remorse for our actions - look like? 
Instead of simply beating our chests to show our regret today, let’s start by listening 
deeply and lovingly to two voices, one ancient and one contemporary.  
 
In a midrash in Ecclesiastes Rabbah, God walks with the newly minted first human around 
the Garden of Eden, and says: “See My creations, how beautiful and exemplary they are. 
Everything I created, I created for you. Make certain that you do not ruin and destroy My 
world, as if you destroy it, there will be no one to mend it after you.”12  
 
Or maybe it’s the voice of a young woman who will get us up off our collective duff to help 
save the climate. Greta Thunberg, the now 19-year-old Swedish climate activist, is famous 
for her bold statement to a room full of grown human adults at the United Nations 
Climate Summit in 2019 when she said: “People are dying. Entire ecosystems are 
collapsing. We are in the beginning of a mass extinction, and all you can talk about is 
money and fairy tales of eternal economic growth. How dare you! … How dare you 
pretend that this [crisis] can be solved with just ‘business as usual’ and some technical 
solutions? …The eyes of all future generations are upon you. And if you choose to fail us, 
… We will never forgive you.”13 If you and I feel a little lousy - even guilt-ridden - after 
hearing that, good!  We need to 1) recognize our transgressions against the earth, and 
then feel regret to both God and Greta, moving us to true remorse today, so that we next 
feel compelled to bravely face Step #3. 
 
Taking stock of one’s environmental transgressions is crucial if we’re going to take the 
third step in Earth Teshuvah: refraining from further harm. Here’s where the rubber from 
our electric vehicles really hits the road. The Jewish value of Bal Tashchit is the original 
“zero waste” concept. It teaches us that we should not waste anything that the earth 
provides so unselfishly for our enjoyment and use. So today, at the very least we should 
each know the answers to the following questions. Based on a monthly average: 

● Approximately how many miles do you travel by car, bus, train and plane? 
● How much energy do you use in your home? 
● How much do you spend on shopping (of any kind)?  
● What is your diet composed of?  

The bulk of any one of our individual carbon footprints will come from transportation, 
housing and food. It’s the little things that can make a big difference. So if you drive a car 
and can’t ride your bike or take a bus, consider some simple changes: Go easy on the gas 
and brakes; regularly service your car; check your tires; cut down on air conditioning 
(both in your car and home); use cruise control on long drives; don’t weigh your car down 
                                                
10  Ibid., p.221-222  
11 Leviticus Rabbah 4:6 
12 Kohelet Rabbah 7:13    
13 UN Climate Summit, New York, 23 September 2019  



with extra things; and carpool whenever possible.14 When it comes to air travel, fly less if 
you have to fly a lot. And the more plants we eat, the less we contribute to depletion of 
species like with overfishing, and the less we add to greenhouse gasses pluming into the 
atmosphere from cattle farming and meat production. In this way we thwart our tendency 
to continue on this fatal path. 

If I haven’t totally lost you (because it may have just sounded like “I think the rabbi just 
told me to stop traveling and eating meat…?”) - well, no but yes… We come to the fourth 
and final step in Earth Teshuvah: What does giving restitution for the injury we’ve 
inflicted look like? This vital step asks that we each determine never to repeat the action 
and that we picture a better way to live. Restitution requires understanding a problem so 
fully that we can actually solve it, rather than let it overwhelm us.  

Rachel Carson in her book Silent Spring, first published in 1962, opened the public’s eyes 
to the dangers of DDT, the first broadly-used synthesized pesticide to wildlife and human 
health. Carson wrote: “Man’s attitude toward nature is today critically important simply 
because we have now acquired a faithful power to alter and destroy nature. But man is a 
part of nature, and his war against nature is inevitably a war against himself. We are 
challenged as mankind has never been challenged before to prove our maturity and our 
mastery, not of nature, but of ourselves.”15  

How can we “prove our maturity and our mastery, not of nature, but of ourselves?” I think 
it comes down to knowing in our bones that the stakes could not be higher. And this 
means hearing in earnest what French philosopher Georges Bernanos prophesied in the 
1940s with the following observation:  

"I have thought for a long time now that if, someday, the increasing efficiency of 
the technique of destruction finally causes our species to disappear from the 
earth, it will not be cruelty that will be responsible for our extinction and still less, 
of course, the indignation that cruelty awakens and the reprisals and vengeance 
that it brings upon itself . . .  but the docility, the lack of responsibility of the 
modern man, his base subservient acceptance of every common decree. The 
horrors which we have seen, the still greater horrors we shall presently see, are not 
signs that rebels, insubordinate, untamable men, are increasing in number 
throughout the world, but rather that there is a constant increase, a stupendously 
rapid increase, in the number of obedient, docile [people]."16 

We need to take responsibility for the climate crisis, each and every one of us, however 
possible. The most important thing we can do to combat climate change is to talk about 
it all the time because evidently, we haven’t talked about it nearly enough. It can be scary 
and oddly disconnected from MY LIFE. But if we take the bold move of learning a few 
facts and altering our lives - in big AND small ways - we just might move the needle. And 
doing so might even help us feel less anxious and scared and filled with dread. When you 
do talk about this - and I hope you will - don’t worry about sounding “preachy.” It shows 
you care about ALL of us. Just equip yourself with a few fundamentals and do your best 
to do the following: 

1. Vote. For oh so many reasons we all need to vote. Fending off fascism comes in 
many forms, but voting is the most direct way to do it. In the case of climate justice, 
we need to insist that our government officials not shrug this problem off as too 
expensive - if they do, tell them that dealing with it now can help them make 

                                                
14 https://www.nytimes.com/guides/year -of- living -better/how -to-reduce-your-carbon-footprint  
15 Carson, Rachel: Silent Spring, Houghton -Mifflin, 1962.  
16 Bernanos, Georges: “La France Contre Les Robots,” Tradition of Freedom, 1944.  



money, and it will be more expensive to lose cities to sea level rise in the near 
future. Remember: You’re a taxpaying consumer who knows that it’s THEIR job to 
figure out the most responsible and sustainable consumer options for us, not 
ours. 

2. Work at the local level and get curious - about where your electricity comes from 
and how the natural resources around the new Intel plant up in New Albany. will be 
taken care of. This may be a global dilemma but Tikkun Olam, literal repair of the 
world, actually starts right here at home. 

3. Go to the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism website17 and urge your 
members of Congress to cosponsor the Environmental Justice for All Act which 
would provide new mechanisms to challenge environmental racism and limit 
environmental harms in Communities of Color. 

And finally: JUST DO ONE THING, as Tatiana Schlossberg relates, “We can’t save the 
wetlands, call our representatives, lead zero waste lifestyles, ride our bikes to work, 
protest a new landfill, reform the recycling industry, invent fully biodegradable plastic, 
capture carbon, come up with a new battery for electronic vehicles, and discover a 
completely renewable electricity source. But maybe we could each do one of those things 
or something else entirely.”18 

I feel a poignant need to urge us all to go outdoors and lap up nature while we still can. 
Look, I know it sounds like I’m being a real Debby Downer, but it’s the truth: God’s glorious 
green earth is crying out to us even if we can’t always sense or see it, and our blood is 
seeping into it day after day when we ignore its cries. Let us be inspired by Rebbe 
Nachman, a Hasidic luminary and also a Jewish outdoorsman of sorts. He composed a 
prayer that went like this: 

Grant me the ability to be alone; may it be my custom to go outdoors each day 
among the trees and grass – among all growing things and there may I be alone, 
and enter into prayer, to talk with the One to whom I belong. May I express there 
everything in my heart and may all the foliage of the field – all grasses, trees, and 
plants – awake at my coming, to send the powers of their life into the words of my 
prayer so that my prayer and speech are made whole through the life and spirit of 
all growing things, which are made as one by their transcendent Source.19 

Dear friends, humanity has been on autopilot for the last 50 years of history. And we will 
be the ones left to answer to the Holy One if we don’t start making our Earth Teshuvah 
today. We will be the ones to confess our wrongdoing - our laziness, our apathy, our 
ignorance, or even our very legitimate fears - to our grandchildren when they ask us what 
we did to try to save the dying planet. At the very least, we need to create memories with 
our loved ones. Let’s go back to basics and witness nature and thank it for all its 
generosity and all it has to teach us today and every day.  

Shanah Tovah!  

 

                                                
17 https://rac.org/issues/environment -and-climate-change 
18 Ibid., p.235 
19 The Flame of the Heart , p. 64 
 
 

http://go.madmimi.com/redirects/1337352059-61c4dcb4b582db5e78feafb78b03a203-a4eb2b6?pa=9360373851

