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Rabbi Jeremy Master 

Yom Kippur 5780-October 9, 2019 

Protecting the Environment 

 Recently a study came out listing countries based upon the level of water stress that they 

face.  According to the World Resources Institute seventeen countries face "extremely high 

water stress" because they consume 80 percent of their available water annually, a situation 

worsened by more frequent dry shocks tied to climate change.  On that list, Israel is ranked as the 

country with the second highest water stress level because of how much water they use.  

Thankfully in the past two decades, Israel had the foresight to build desalination plants and 

change water usage practices.  Even with these changes, at this time last year, Israel was 

experiencing a five year drought that led to the Sea of Galilee falling to its lowest level in 

seventeen years.  Thankfully the rains came this year, but Israel and many other countries know 

that with global climate change, more severe droughts will be on their way.  Unfortunately not 

every country has the resources of Israel to improve upon their water systems to help deal with 

severe droughts.  Already in the last couple of years cities like Cape Town, South Africa and 

Channai, India have seen their water reserves decrease drastically to the point that the cities have 

almost run out of water. A decrease in rain in certain parts of the world is but one result of the 

growing climate change crisis as the world gets hotter.   

Climate change is a scientific fact and its impact on people will be tremendous.  Israel 

and other countries are already making plans to deal with the consequences of climate change as 

well as seeking to stop the emission of greenhouse gases that scientists theorize contributes to 

global climate change.  Scientists have theorized that the burning of fossil fuels contributes to 

climate change for decades, yet half of the carbon sent into the atmosphere has been emitted just 
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in the past three decades.  Even if you are unsure of the science supporting the conclusion that 

burning fossil fuels leads to climate change, it is inarguable that we are making profound 

negative changes to our environment.  Already we are experiencing the adverse effects of the 

human impact on the environment.  The real question now is how we are going to respond.   

Our Jewish values teach us how important it is to take on the momentous task of fighting 

global climate change.  In the creation story, God blesses humanity and tells us “Be fertile and 

increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the 

living things that creep on earth.”  Being masters over the earth and ruling over the animals does 

not mean that we can do whatever we want to the planet or the animals.  The ancient Rabbis 

crystallized the Jewish ethical understanding of what it means to master the earth in a midrash 

saying:  “When God created the first human being, God led them around the Garden of Eden and 

said, ‘Look at my works! See how beautiful they are- how excellent! All has been created for 

your sake… So reflect on this, and take care not to foul or destroy my world.  For if you do, there 

will be none to repair it after you.  And what is worse, you will bring death even to the righteous 

people in the future.’”  God has decided to make us the stewards of God’s world.  Nature is good 

and beautiful, created for our sake.  Natural resources exist for us to utilize.  However, the 

midrash makes clear that we must not abuse what we have been given.  Two thousand years ago, 

the Rabbis understood that if we foul up the earth, it will be impossible to repair.  As the climate 

around Israel gets hotter and drier, it will be impossible to reverse the decline in natural water 

resources and it will make it hard for people to survive in that part of the world.  The Rabbis 

recognized that if we damage nature, it will hurt the generations to come after us.  We are 

supposed to be nature’s stewards, using natural resources to create jobs and support our lives, but 



 3 

we should balance our needs with the important task of protecting the beauty of the natural world 

so it is intact for the future.   

We can also help to serve as stewards of creation when we heed the ethical command 

called bal tashchit, to not waste.   This rule comes from a passage in the Torah saying “when you 

besiege a city…you shall not destroy its fruit trees.  You may eat of them, but do not cut them 

down; for man’s life depends on the trees of the field.”  Even in war, when victory is a matter of 

life or death, an army is not allowed to cut down fruit trees because it is pointless destruction.  

An army could just as easily find trees which do not produce fruit to wage battle.  Our tradition 

expands upon this concept saying, “Not only one who cuts down fruit trees, but also one who 

smashes household goods, tears clothes, demolishes a building, stops up a spring, or destroys 

food, violates the command to not destroy.”   Jewish ethics prohibits the unnecessary destruction 

of anything.  This means that if we have a legitimate use for something, then it is permitted, but 

if there is any way for us to reduce waste then we must do so. The purpose of this commandment 

is to train people to love the good by abstaining from all destructiveness.  The law code Sefer 

Hahinuch explains this law by saying that the pious and conscientiously observant “will not 

destroy even a mustard seed in the world, and they are distressed at every ruination and spoilage 

that they see; and if they are able to do any rescuing, they will save anything from destruction, 

with all their power.”  Avoiding needless waste is not just an ethical imperative, but also a 

significant expression of our spiritual connection to the world.   

When applied to today, the commandment to not waste presents an action plan for 

protecting the environment.  Already estimates are that human activity has cut down half the 

trees that existed in the world prior to industrialization.  As a result of our destruction of the 

world’s forests, it is estimated that 50,000 animal and plant species are becoming extinct every 
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year.  Humanity is needlessly causing the ruination and spoilage of our natural world.  Even if 

you are unsure of the causation of climate change, I think we should all feel distressed at the 

ruination and spoilage of the world’s rain forests and the needless destruction of animal and plant 

species.  

One action we can take to fulfill the mitzvah to not waste is we need to reduce our 

tremendous consumption of resources.  If we accept the theories of the overwhelming majority 

of climate scientists, the burning of fossil fuels has a major impact on climate change.  

According to these theories, if we want to slow down climate change, we need to drastically 

decrease our fossil fuel usage.  Even if you don’t accept the scientific theories about climate 

change, the burning of fossil fuels also causes other unacceptable damage to our world.  A study 

that came out this past week estimates that up to four million people per year die from pollution.  

Fracking and mountain top removal coal mining do tremendous damage to our environment.  A 

few years ago there was a catastrophic oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico that did untold damage to 

marine life.  Studies have also shown that renewable sources of energy are now as cheap as using 

natural gas and significantly cheaper than coal so fossil fuel production is even becoming a waste 

of money.  Using fossil fuels when we have alternatives is a violation of the command to not 

waste. 

The United States is the top user of fossil fuels.  Other countries have pushed forward the 

use of renewable energy resources and have been successful.  A couple of years ago Germany 

passed the point where over fifty percent of their energy was coming from renewable resources.  

While in the near future we may need to use fossil fuels for our energy needs, we must also think 

of ways we can decrease our consumption and increase our use of renewables to preserve our 

resources for the future.  We don’t have to wait for politicians to make these changes nationwide.  
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Every individual can play a role in helping decrease unnecessary usage of fossil fuels.  One of 

the highlights of the past year for me was getting solar panels installed on my roof.  I rent my 

solar panels so it cost me nothing upfront and in fact, the cost for electricity for my house overall 

has decreased.  Plus every month I get a report of how many tons of coal I am not using 

anymore.  In only 7 months of having solar panels, they estimate I have avoided using 4,400 

pounds of coal.  There are other ways that our state has established for individuals to stop 

wasting energy.  The local organization Ener-G-Save will send a consultant to your house to 

discuss how you can save money and energy.  For example, through MassSave you can get the 

cost of insulation and upgrades like a tankless water boiler for significantly less money.  The 

previous owners of my house used these subsidies to put in new insulation and a tankless boiler 

right before we moved in for a fraction of the cost and I couldn’t believe how low my heating 

bills were indicating that I am using much less natural gas helping me decrease my energy waste.  

We also have the technology to increase gas mileage in our cars and decrease our dependence on 

oil.  I was recently in a congregant’s plug in Prius who has solar panels on his house.  He runs 

his car almost completely on renewable energy saving the environment and money he would 

have spent on gas.   

The main message I want to get across is we have it within our ability right now to make 

the changes required to stop unnecessary waste and to stop doing damage to our environment.  

We just need to make the choice to act and choose to be better stewards of the natural world we 

live in.  Look at how Israel made tremendous changes in their stewardship of water resources, 

recycling eighty five percent of their waste water, decreasing wastage by fixing broken pipes, 

changing their agriculture to grow less water intensive crops, inventing water saving techniques 

such as drip irrigation, and fixing pollution in their waterways.  Their choice to invest in 
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protecting water resources benefits their society and the natural world. One hundred years ago, 

the Jewish National Fund also made the decision to start planting trees in Israel.  Since 1901, the 

JNF has planted 250 million trees in Israel.  All those times you put money in that little blue 

tzedakah box for the JNF helped make the desert bloom.  Israel’s policies of environmental 

protection have worked.  We can follow the lead of Israel and engage in policies that help protect 

our environment.  We can do a better job of protecting our water resources.  After cutting down 

half the trees in the world, we need to make this whole world bloom.  We can embrace the use of 

renewable energy decreasing the amount of pollutants being spewed into the air, decreasing the 

land that is being damaged for fossil fuel extraction.  

So what can you do right now?  We placed on your seats a sheet from Ener-G-Save.  

Look at this sheet and hand it in and they will contact you or give Ener-G-Save or MassSave a 

call.  Bring them in and let them tell you how you can save energy, decrease the waste of carbon 

emissions, and ultimately save you money.  The Temple recently had them here and they gave us 

hundreds of dollars of free energy saving lightbulbs that decrease our electricity usage.  Future 

generations are relying on us to be better stewards of our environment.  Today we offered a 

confession about the sins we have committed on the environment.  Let us take to heart these 

confessions and make the commitment next year to care for our beautiful earth. 
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