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This Shabbat, Darkhei Noam’s newly formed Climate Action Committee is sponsoring a
celebration of Earth Day.  This year, Earth Day fell last Friday on the 7th day of Pesach,
which is why we are marking Earth Day together today.  Let’s begin with the origins of
Earth Day.

On January 28, 1969, an oil well off the coast of Santa Barbara, California experienced
a blowout. The result was an oil spill that at the time ranked as the largest in U.S.
waters.
The oil killed thousands of birds and an unknown number of sea mammals. The
suffering and deaths of so many animals helped get the public's attention and spur
lawmakers to action. The soiling of the once-pristine beaches added to the public
dismay.  Against this backdrop, the first Earth Day, a bi-partisan effort, took place a year
later on April 22nd,1970. Democratic Senator Gaylord Nelson and Republican
Congressman Pete McCloskey worked together to organize teach-ins on college
campuses, infusing the energy of student protests with an emerging public
consciousness about air and water pollution. Earth Day inspired 20 million Americans —
at the time, 10% of the total population of the United States — to take to the streets,
parks and auditoriums to demonstrate against the impacts of 150 years of
environmental degradation which had left a growing legacy of serious human health
impacts.

In 1990, Earth Day went global, mobilizing 200 million people in 141 countries.  What
started out as teach-ins and the sharing of knowledge and information by individuals
and communities led to the passage of laws to protect millions of people from disease
and death and hundreds of species from extinction, a huge increase in recycling efforts
worldwide, the creation of the UN Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and the start
of a global environmental movement.

Here we are, in shul on shabbat, 50 plus years later from that first Earth Day in 1970.
Why should Earth Day matter to us as Jews?  In what ways can we see climate change
as a Jewish issue, as “our” issue?  There are many paths in to see this as a Jewish
issue.  I will share mine.  I encourage each of you to find yours.

My journey traces its way back to my childhood. I was born 6 months after that first
Earth Day, and looking back now, I see that I have always been surrounded by family



members, individuals and communities committed to repairing the world.  On a daily
basis as a child, I saw the print by Ben Shahn that hung in our home: a brown hand and
a white hand clasping each other, with the words from sefer vayikra - רעךדםעלתעמדלא
/ “Thou Shalt Not Stand Idly By.” I remember protests for Soviet and Ethiopian Jewry.
Every year at Pesach, we would celebrate our exodus from Egypt while simultaneously
committing to working towards the exodus of all oppressed peoples.  As an adult,
experiences continued to shape me:  Raising a child taught me what it means to nurture
another person and to believe in and fight for a future where all life can thrive. Last
summer, I went to Minnesota and met Anishinaabe First Nations women leading the
resistance to the Line 3 tar sands oil pipeline. These women asked that we sing our
ancestors’ songs and remember the stories of our grandparents in order to plant our
feet firmly on the ground and to stand together with them.  Their teaching led me to
remember my own ancestors who left their home to come to this country out of
hardship and circumstance, not much different from the climate refugees of today,
seeking survival and a good life. After enduring an extremely hot day last summer, the
new normal, I was reminded of the realities of heat inequality in our beloved city of New
York.  In 2021 The New York Times printed an article entitled “Why an East Harlem
Street Is 31 Degrees Hotter Than Central Park West.”

These experiences and so many more are part of my story of becoming a Jewish
climate activist.  But my story is also and always firmly grounded in how I see, learn,
teach and breathe Torah.  So let’s learn a bit of Torah together.

I want to begin by grounding us in the Jewish calendar:  We are currently situated in
that special and vulnerable time between Pesach and Shavuot, moving away from the
pain and oppression of Mitzrayim and journeying forward towards the hope and
possibility of Har Sinai and the brit relationship with God and with each other. Leaving
Egypt symbolizes the upending of a harmful and inhumane system.  Journeying towards
Har Sinai symbolizes the path towards change.  Standing at Har Sinai symbolizes
revolution and the move towards a covenantal system with the Divine and with each
other that promotes faith, mutual responsibility and care, and living in community.

I would like to look at the story that immediately precedes the revolution of Matan Torah.
In chapter 18 of sefer Shmot, Yitro sees that Moshe is sitting from morning until night
handing down judgements to members of B’nei Yisrael. When Yitro asks why, Moshe
replies:
“...[T]he people come to me to inquire of God.  When they have a dispute, it comes
before me, and I decide between one party and another, and I make known the laws
and teachings of God.”



Yitro responds to Moshe in the following way:
ה׃ ה עֶֹׂשֽ ר ַאָּת֖ ר ֲאֶׁש֥ …�א־טֹו֙ב ַהָּדָב֔

� ר ִעָּמ֑ ה ֲאֶׁש֣ ם ַהֶּז֖ ה ַּגם־ָהָע֥ ל ַּגם־ַאָּת֕ ֹ֔ ל ִּתּב ֹ֣ נָב
הּו ְלַבֶּדֽ�׃ ֹ֖ ל ֲעׂש ר �א־תּוַכ֥ ד ִמְּמ֙� ַהָּדָב֔ ִּכֽי־ָכֵב֤

“The thing you are doing is �א־טֹו֙ב / not good. You will surely wear yourself out, and this
nation as well. For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone.”

Yitro notices that the current system, as it is set up, is not sustainable.  Not for Moshe
and not for the people. And in fact, he worries ל ֹ֣ לנָב ֹ֔ הִּתּב םַּגם־ַאָּת֕ הַּגם־ָהָע֥ רַהֶּז֖ �ֲאֶׁש֣ ִעָּמ֑
You will surely wear yourself out, and this nation as well.   Rashi notes that the shoresh
נ.ב.ל refers to a leaf losing its strength and falling off the vine, as in the book of Isaiah.
The image is that of a living thing withering away and dying.

I am also struck by the phrase Yitro uses initially in response to Moshe:
ה ה עֶֹׂשֽ ר ַאָּת֖ ר ֲאֶׁש֥ �א־טֹו֙ב ַהָּדָב֔

“The thing you are doing is �א־טֹוב / not good.”
The first time we see the language of ,טֹוב of course, is in the creation story, where the
word appears a total of 7 times in reference to God’s creations.  The first time the word
טֹוב appears is on day 1 of creation.

ים ֶאת־ָה֖אֹור ִּכי־֑טֹוב… ְרא ֱא�ִה֛ וַַּי֧
God sees the light that it is טֹוב

Ramban has the following comment:

…Now just as Scripture says in connection with the work of each day, “And G-d saw
that it was good” and on the sixth day when everything was completed it says, “And G-d
saw everything that God had made, and behold, it was very good,” so does it say on the
first day when light came into existence, “And G-d saw … that it was good”, meaning
God desired its existence forever.

The language of טֹוב for Ramban connotes a sense of completeness and also a sense
of perpetuity and continuity.  God desired its existence forever.

God envisions and creates a complete world – a resilient ecosystem that includes
plants, trees, animals and humans, all interconnected and interdependent.  When
working together as one, this world can sustain itself and the species within can
perpetuate themselves. This world that God has created is ֑טֹוב / good, complete,
enduring, eternal, sustainable.



In contrast, in sefer Shmot, Moshe has created a system that is �א־טֹוב – not good, not
complete, not enduring, not eternal, not sustainable.  It is a system that is not resilient,
cannot sustain itself, cannot continue to exist forever.  Yitro sees this and pushes Moshe
to change the existing and flawed system.  Heeding Yitro’s advice, Moshe appoints
capable, trustworthy, God-fearing individuals to judge the small matters while Moshe
continues to judge the larger matters.  In this way, Moshe shares the load and
responsibility with others rather than doing it alone.  The system becomes sustainable.

Moshe’s sharing of the load, spreading out of the responsibility, and empowering others
to take charge is reminiscent, perhaps, of those teach-ins on that first Earth Day.
Sharing knowledge, addressing the matters that arise in society, seeking redress and
justice, and doing it in community.  The individual who sees something that needs to be
fixed and calls it out to another becomes the pair (the chevruta, if you will) who decide
to take action together, which then becomes a kehila or a neighborhood or a community,
which then becomes ten percent of the population in one country, and that then leads to
a global effort.

Yitro and Moshe’s story of change becomes the precursor for the next story – the story
of the giving of the Torah, a revolution, an adoption of a completely new system and
new way of conceiving of community and relationship and responsibility, the imposition
of order and justice and compassion into society.

Right now, we face leaves that are withering away here in New York City. Vulnerable
communities have been hit by flooding from hurricanes, extreme heat is deadly, rising
oil and gas prices are creating energy scarcity for more and more people, native animal
and plant species are at risk of extinction.

What can we do?

We come from a brave people willing to create and institute new systems when the old
are no longer workable, to prevent the leaf from withering away and dying.  To hearken
back to and model our systems after God’s initial self-sustaining world deemed טֹוב by
God Godself.  The solutions exist to respond to the climate crisis. We just need to be
bold enough and brave enough and committed enough to act.

As we mark Earth Day together this year for the first time, as a community, perhaps we
can find inspiration in the revolution of that first Earth Day– a coming together of 10
percent of the population to take a stand against the pollution of our waters and air and
to take a stand for the sanctity of life –  human, animal, plant and even our very planet -
a sanctity that we as Jews hold very dear.  Perhaps we can look within ourselves to find



our stories, to seek our personal connection to this topic, to find our voice as Jews.
Perhaps we can, individually and collectively, follow in the footsteps of our ancestors,
who journeyed during these seven weeks of counting towards systemic change,
towards sustainability, towards communal responsibility.  B’nai Yisrael faced uncertainty
and fear of the unknown in their journey in the desert – and they even begged to go
back to Egypt, to the seeming security and to the comforts of a world they knew. But
they did continue onward in their journey, nonetheless, and we can use them as our
model to face our fear.  We can use this opportunity to ask ourselves: Where do we
want to go?  What does our climate future look like?  What are we willing to change or
to give up in order to build a sustainable future for all?  And what are the action steps
we need to take, individually and collectively, to realize that future?

Shabbat Shalom


