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Climate Crisis and The Joy of Challenging Changes  - Yom Kippur 5780 

Rabbi Steven A Lewis 

[Note: Several teachings and texts were included in the morning service in anticipation of this 

sermon.  Therefore, it may be helpful as an introduction to begin reading the endnotes where 

those texts and teachings are included.] 

 

Here’s the essential first layer of biblical theology:  

When Mom or Dad tells you to do something, or not to do something, and you 

ignore or do the opposite, then there will be consequences.  

 

On Erev Rosh Hashanah I talked about some of the different models of Divine human 

relationship as helper and partner, but this stern parent child relationship is fundamental.   

 

On its most stark level: obey divine rules and instruction and receive blessing; or: ignore or 

violate divine rules and instruction and be cursed.  Blessing is satisfaction and abundance.  Curse 

is distress and deprivation. In a pastoral and agricultural society in the ancient Land of Israel, 

abundance meant rain in the winter and dew in the summer. Curse meant no rain.  Therefore, the 

traditional response to lack of rain is prayer and repentance because drought, according to this 

way of thinking, is evidence of a ruptured relationship with G-d as indicated in the paragraph we 

read together in English after the Shema.1  

 

For most of my life, I understood that biblical passage metaphorically, for example that 

inattention leads to disconnection and isolation, or that lack of commitment leads to the inability 

to recognize and partake of blessing.  It did not seem like an actual threat; that human inattention 

could have any impact on when the rains fall.  Could it be literally true that that through greed 

and apathy and selfishness human beings could undermine the water cycle and our own ability to 

produce food?  

 

The only person I know who can legitimately respond to that question is the wife of an old friend 

of mine.  She is a scientist and her expertise is deep ocean tides - a very moderate thoughtful 

person.  About 20 years ago she was getting her PhD . Her research involved collecting data 

from high-tech buoys that were floating around the world’s oceans.  The buoys would go to 

specific depths and drift with the tides taking measurements and then rise to the surface and 

transmit the information to a satellite.  In collecting and analyzing the date, she was seeing the 

impacts of climate change and describing them to me as we walked on the beach.  She said 

something like: “This is extremely serious.  We need to be building nuclear power plants as fast 

as we possibly can.” That sounded wrong to me and I objected: what about solar and wind 

power?  She replied that governments and industry and individuals would never agree to limit 

their energy use so dramatically since these renewable resources only produce a tiny fraction of 

that produced by nuclear power.   But what about all the dangers of nuclear power?  In a best 
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case scenario the deadly toxic waste alone is with us for thousands of years.  She replied that 

those are problems we know about and can figure out or mitigate, but this thing we’re facing will 

be much worse.  That was twenty years ago.  I found it shocking and thought about that 

conversation sometimes, but basically stayed asleep.  Ani Yeshayna v’Libi Eyer. I sleep but my 

heart is awake.2  

 

Now I’m beginning to wake up to this, that we live in a house where all of the children and 

grandchildren have asthma and the adults haven’t quite figured out how to stop smoking, or 

claim that there’s no reason to try. 

 

Μy first response upon waking, is fear.  I return to it every time I say Shema -  If you do right, 

then you get blessing and abundant rain, [ תו ר־ַאְרְצֶכם ְבעִּ י ְמַטַֽ ְוָנַתתִּ ֹ] 

 and  if you don’t do right,        ן ֶאת־ְיבּוָלה תֵּ ֲאָדָמה לֹא תִּ ְהֶיֶ֣ה ָמָטר ְוָהֶ֣ א־יִּ ַֹֽ ם ְול ְוָעַצר ֶאת־ַהָשַמיִּ ּ    

G-d shuts up the heavens and there is no rain and the earth does not yield her produce.  

 

And now I’m living with this understanding that our ignorant and irresponsible behavior has 

knocked the rains out of their seasons.  A catastrophic amount of beauty and biodiversity is being 

lost daily because of our inability to set aside ephemeral desires and honor the creation.  A 

midrash teaches: 

When the Holy One Blessed Be He created the first human, G-d showed the human all 

the trees of the Garden of Eden and said: ‘See My works, how beautiful and praiseworthy 

they are; and I created all of it for you. Be careful not to spoil or destroy My world 

because if you spoil it, there will be no one after you to repair it.’ (Kohelet Rabbah 7:13) 

So here we are.   This challenge is on the level of the creation.  It is global and well beyond a 

Jewish issue or a Yom Kippur issue, it is a crisis for all inhabitants of the globe - Kol yoshevay 

yayvel. This crisis expands the description of the relationship with the promises and rules about 

the Land of Canaan to include the entire planet.  It transcends any distinctions of nation or faith.  

This year in the Jewish Journal, Steve Cohen was featured as an “honorable menchion.” One of 

the standard questions they ask is “What is the greatest challenge facing the Jewish people?”  

And he responded: “it’s the same greatest challenge facing the entire globe - we’re threatened by 

climate change.”  We must  move this issue to the front of our consciousness where it belongs.  

 

The threat is not abstract or far away , or for experts to fix, it’s with us right here.  My teacher, 

Rabbi Sharon Cohen Anisfeld, knowing that many of her students were discussing climate 

change these Yamim Norahim,  sent this quote out a few weeks ago from Gus Speth, former dean 

of the Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Science: 

I used to think the top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem 

collapse, and climate change, but I was wrong. The top environmental problems are 



3 

selfishness, greed, and apathy, and to deal with those we need a spiritual and cultural 

transformation . . . We scientists don’t know how to do that. 

This is a threat created and perpetuated by our attitudes, by how we live our lives, by how we 

built our cities and by our expectations over control of our environment. The way out of it, or the 

way to make it better, is for people to begin paying attention and responding collectively.   

 

Fortunately, our tradition is very good at collectivity. Notice that the long lists of sins for which 

we individually confess are written in the plural - “we have sinned, we have deceived, we have 

remained silent, etc etc.”  This reminds us that whatever sins, problems or shortcomings we 

regret, when they come up on the list, we are not alone in those regrets and the obligation to do 

better.  And for those who don’t feel implicated in particular items on the list,  the plural form 

reminds us that there is also communal responsibility for wrongdoing.   

From the Babylonian Talmud:  

Rav, and Rabbi Ḥanina, and Rabbi Yoḥanan, and Rav Ḥaviva taught:  Anyone who 

had the capability to effectively protest the sinful conduct of the members of their 

household and did not protest, they themselves are apprehended for the sins of the 

members of the household and punished. If one is in a position to protest the sinful 

conduct of their town, and fails to do so, they are apprehended for the sins of the 

people of the town. If one is in a position to protest the sinful conduct of the whole 

world, and fails to do so, they are apprehended for the sins of the whole world. (Talmud 

Bavli Shabbat 54b) 

 

That is the radical responsibility which is central to the challenge and power of these Days of 

Awe.   

 

We are a small particular people yet have always had the chutzpah to see ourselves as essential 

to the redemption of the whole world. We have been influential enough, despite our small 

numbers, to keep that idea alive.  We need to keep our eyes on t fixing what we can, no matter 

how challenging the task.  It is daunting and, as I experienced it, I think an initial response is 

fear.   

 

I am not at all opposed to fear.  Fear is an extremely appropriate and healthy response to danger - 

in this case, the danger to the next generations, our children and grandchildren who are looking 

to us to find a way to stop smoking.  Fear may spark awareness, but it is not a good motivator for 

thoughtful committed change.   

 

The Torah offers a better approach, ironically its most terrifying fear-mongering moment - the 

curses near the end of the Book of Deuteronomy. These are the elaborate horrifying 

consequences of ignoring Divine instruction.  They are very harsh.  This year, they were 

different for me.  I’ve always read these thinking of how they describe the horrors and 

deprivations, persecution and abuse that our people and others have experienced historically.  

But this year, I read them as more forward looking: What will come if we continue to be 
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unresponsive and irresponsible? This year they connected not to the Shoah but to reports on what 

the next 10, 50 and 100 years might hold for the inhabitants of our earth.  And so:  

“I will stop the heavens and your rain will not fall”  (Deut. 11:17) 

“The skies above your head shall be copper and the earth under you, iron.” (Deut. 28:23)  

begin to feel like real threats.   

 

And dramatically this year, one line, explaining why these awful things are occuring stands out:  

“Because you have not served the Lord your God with joy and with a glad heart.” (Deut. 28:47) It 

is surprising to have a call to joy on this list of horrors.  Yet, I find that the best antidote to fear is 

joy.  On this verse, the great medieval commentator Maimonedes writes:   

 

The joy which a person derives from doing good deeds and from loving God, who has 

commanded us to practice them, is a supreme form of divine worship. Anyone who 

refrains from experiencing this joy deserves punishment, as it is written: "Because you 

have not served the Lord your God with joy and with a glad heart." (Mishneh Torah, Shofar, 

Sukkah and Lulav 8:15) 

 

There is a joy of common purpose.  There is a joy of being on the right side of history.  There is 

a joy at having an answer to the question that will be asked of us in the future: “What did you do 

to try to help?”  We need to be working together to make increasing significant changes to make 

the world healthier for future generations.  Not just because we are fearful, but for the joy of 

doing the right thing together.  As famously Rabbi Tarfon used to say: It is not your duty to 

finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect it [  ין ְגֹמר, ְולֹא ַאָתה ֶבן חֹורִּ לֹא ָעֶליָך ַהְמָלאָכה לִּ

ֶמָנה ל מִּ ָבטֵּ  (Mishnah Avot 2;16) [.לִּ

 

I know there are many of you who are engaged in this work nationally and globally.  For us as a 

community, the two obvious places to start are very local.  First: with this building and then with 

the life choices being made by the members of this community.   

 

This work has already started.  In June, the TAA Board approved a major project to install solar 

panels on our roof that should provide around 30% of our current energy needs.  In addition of 

course we might explore further ways to decrease our energy consumption.   Two other efforts 

underway at TAA are making our kitchen and communal gatherings less wasteful by using less 

throw away items and by composting.  In menu planning we also might think about eating lower 

on the food chain.  Also related to our building we have been discussing planting a pollinator 

garden.  In addition to what happens in this building, we also have a great opportunity to help 

individuals in the community understand more about changes they can make in their own homes 

and understand how their choices about food, travel and energy use might be changed to help 

create a more positive sustainable future.   
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These efforts are underway, and my hope is that they will strengthen and increase.  The 

Associated Clery of Cape Ann as well as the other synagogues on the North Shore are also 

engaged with this work and our efforts will be strengthened and have greater impact by being 

linked with those of other faith communities.   

 

We want to be pushing ourselves to be making significant changes. These will likely start small 

and need to grow.  In the face of the enormity of the challenge, small gestures can feel hopelessly 

symbolic.  For example, I decided in response to our situation to stop eating red meat and aspire 

to the original version of kashrut from the Garden of Eden: a vegan diet (See Gen 1:29-30).  I 

share that to encourage you to consider what changes you might make in your lives.  I 

understand that this is a small small thing.  The marginal methane one red meat and dairy-free 

lifestyle removes from the atmosphere is infinitesimal. That microscopic improvement will not 

provide sustainable motivation. Why should I give up something I enjoy for an infinitesimal 

benefit?  Rather, I’m doing it for the joy.  I started keeping kosher about 25 years ago for the 

same reason.  I was giving up some of what had been my favorite foods until that point in my 

life.  I gave them up because being connected to Jewish tradition on a visceral daily basis was 

more important to me and gave me joy, more than any ephemeral culinary pleasure.  The 

“something larger” in the changes we make in this case are devotion to healing the planet and the 

health of our children and grandchildren. There is a special joy and challenge in making the 

connection to that sacred goal a daily practice in our lives.      
 

We begin with small changes that will lead to more. This is the model of teshuva 

(turning/repentance) from wherever we are, we can turn to move in a better direction.  That shift 

in orientation is a critical first step.  And, it is just a first step.  Once we turn, we then need to 

proceed in a new direction.  There is a tendency for us to latch onto a small thing we can do to 

make an improvement and have that be the end of the change.  I have seen this with people who 

are leading wasteful lives with very little ecological awareness but are extremely adamant about 

recycling.  We want the changes we make to point us to more significant engagement.  The 

model we have for this is tzitzit.3  This is one teaching and commandment, one of 613.  The  

explicit purpose of this practice of tzitzit is to remind us to do all of the other mitzvot. Fulfilling 

this mitzvah does not mean getting really excellent fringes on our four-cornered garments, but 

expanding our attention to all of our responsibilities and all the places where we can make a 

difference.  I hope our efforts will not stop with symbolic achievements but continue to grow and 

inspire more change.   

 

I will conclude with the words of the activist Greta Thunberg who offers a message for Yom 

Kippur: “The climate crisis has been solved. We already have the facts and solutions.  All we 

have to do is wake up and change.”   
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Wake up and change! This is what we try to do each year.  May we have the strength and 

connection to the joy-of-change to make changes in our lives for ourselves and the generations 

that will follow.   

 

May you be inscribed for a year of life and good change. 

   

 

Endnotes 

1. Deuteronomy 11:13-21.   

This passage, and that about tzitit/fringes on a garment (Numbers 15:37-41, endnote #3) 

are read consecutively as part of the daily liturgy. 

If, then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon you this day, loving the LORD your 

God and serving Him with all your heart and soul, I will grant the rain for your land in season, 

the early rain and the late. You shall gather in your new grain and wine and oil—  I will also 

provide grass in the fields for your cattle—and thus you shall eat your fill. Take care not to be 

lured away to serve other gods and bow to them. For the LORD’s anger will flare up against you, 

and He will shut up the skies so that there will be no rain and the ground will not yield its 

produce; and you will soon perish from the good land that the LORD is assigning to you. 

Therefore impress these My words upon your very heart: bind them as a sign on your hand and 

let them serve as a symbol on your forehead, and teach them to your children—reciting them 

when you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up;  and 

inscribe them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates— to the end that you and your 

children may endure, in the land that the LORD swore to your fathers to assign to them, as long 

as there is a heaven over the earth. 

 

2.  Song of Songs 5:2 

י  י־לִּ ְתחִּ ק פִּ י דֹופֵּ ר קֹול | ּדֹודִּ י עֵּ בִּ ָנה ְולִּ י ְישֵּ   ֲאנִּ

I sleep but my heart is wakeful, the sound of my Beloved knocking, (saying) 

"Open to me, my sister, my love, my dove, my perfect one! My hair is wet, 

drenched with the dew of night."  

Teachings on this verse shared on Yom Kippur: 

A) In the formal confessions of Yom Kippur there is a tradition of hitting the chest lightly 

above the heart for each confession.  This is usually understood as self-flagellation as if 

to say: “I am guilting of these sins which deserve punishment and I symbolically 

acknowledge this guilt through the gesture of self-flagellation.”  However, in light of the 

verse above, we can also feel this gesture as an invitation to awaken our hearts, to be 

more responsive and responsible.   

 

B) An ancient rabbinic teaching  on Song of Songs 5:2, “I sleep but my heart is awake”:  
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Said the Community of Israel before the Holy One: Sovereign of the Universe!  I am 

asleep in the neglect of religious observance,  

but my heart is awake for the performance of righteous deeds.  

I am asleep in respect of righteous deeds,  

but my heart is awake [in the desire] to do them.   

I am asleep in respect of the sacrifices,  

but my heart is awake for the recital of the shema’ and Prayer.  

I am asleep in respect of the Temple,  

but my heart is awake for synagogues and houses of study.  

So many kinds of Jews! and none of us can be fully awake.    Please consider this Yom 

Kippur: Where are you asleep and where awake?  Where holding back and complacent 

and where taking action and leadership?  Where are you seeking comfort, and where 

willing to inconvenience yourself - to get out of the comfort of a warm bed and answer 

the Beloved’s knocking? 

 

3. Numbers 15:37-41 -  read aloud together on Yom Kippur morning 5780 

The LORD said to Moses as follows: Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them to make for 

themselves tzitzit/fringes on the corners of their garments throughout the ages; let them attach a 

cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the 

commandments of the LORD and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes in 

your lustful urge. Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My commandments and to be holy 

to your God. I the LORD am your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your 

God: I, the LORD your God. 


