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All of us were in some way affected by the deadly havoc caused by the 
remnants of Hurricane Ida one week ago. For two nights I could not reach 
my apartment from work, because every entrance to my neighborhood was 
under high levels of standing water or blocked by fallen trees, which I did not 
discover until I had already driven from Norwalk, Connecticut to Yonkers. 
The first night I wound up sleeping in my car in a hotel parking lot, because 
the nearest hotel that I could find with an available room was in Orangeburg, 
NY across the Hudson River. The second night I found a hotel room in 
Stamford, CT. Yet my plight was just discomfort. The storm killed at least 48 
people across the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic region, including three here in 
Westchester, and 13 people in New York City, among them a 2-year old.1 It 
is the third time New York's subways have flooded this summer and the first 
time the National Weather Service issued a flash flood emergency warning 
for the city.2 

"A storm like this would have been exceptionally rare 20 or 50 years 
ago," Tripti Bhattacharya, an assistant professor of earth and environmental 
sciences at Syracuse University, told National Public Radio. "But we have to 
start thinking about it becoming the norm as the climate warms." Her 
research on regional rainfall and climate change was cited in the recent 
climate change report from the United Nations.3 

This landmark report, authored by nearly 200 leading climate scientists 
and released in early August, stated that global climate change is 
accelerating. The authors warn that "there is still time to avoid catastrophic 
warming this century, but only if countries around the world stop burning 
fossil fuels as quickly as possible."4 

"It is indisputable that human activities are causing climate change," 
says Ko Barrett, the vice chair of the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) and the senior adviser for climate at the U.S. 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. "Each of the last four 
decades has been the warmest on record since preindustrial times."5 

                                                 
1 https://www.npr.org/2021/09/03/1033908663/updates‐northeast‐ida‐flooding 
2 https://www.npr.org/2021/09/02/1021185475/climate‐change‐means‐more‐subway‐flooding‐worldwide‐like‐
new‐york‐just‐experienc 
3 https://www.npr.org/2021/09/03/1034058911/hurricane‐ida‐climate‐change‐northeast‐flooding‐rainfall 
4 https://www.npr.org/2021/08/09/1025898341/major‐report‐warns‐climate‐change‐is‐accelerating‐and‐humans‐
must‐cut‐emissions‐ 
5 Ibid. 
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The report goes on to state that: "The effects of that warming are 
obvious and deadly around the world. Heat waves, droughts and floods are 
killing people and disrupting lives around the world this summer. Wildfires 
are burning with unprecedented frequency and intensity, including in places 
that used to rarely burn. Smoke and smog are choking people in cities and 
towns from Asia to the Arctic. Ocean heat waves are threatening entire 
ecosystems and supercharging hurricanes and typhoons. … Scientists can 
now say with certainty that humans are causing more extreme weather, 
including heavy downpours and extended heat waves and droughts."6 

Climate change "has to go on the agenda of every single Jewish 
institution," Nigel Savage, the founder of the Jewish environmental group 
Hazon wrote in response to news of this report.7 

We face increasing disasters of devastating proportions unless action 
is taken now. I want to explore with you the Jewish values underlying the 
importance of taking that action. 

The society on which Judaism was founded was agrarian, and many of 
our festivals are agricultural celebrations. Rabbi Arthur Waskow of the 
Shalom Center teaches: "… our responsibility for the earth goes back to the 
origins of the Jewish people. The biblical tradition, much more than the 
later rabbinic tradition, was rooted in the people’s connection with the earth. 
They were shepherds and farmers. Many aspects of the Tanakh, the 
Hebrew Bible, are actually about what it means to have a functional versus 
a failed relationship with the earth." 8 

From the very beginning, we are told that humans are to be stewards of 
the earth: "God placed the human in the Garden of Eden l’ovah (to serve / 
till) u’l’shomrah (and to guard / tend it)." (Genesis 2:15)9 

We are taught that we do not own the Earth; it is but loaned to us:  
"The land shall not be sold forever; for the land is Mine; you are strangers 
and sojourners with me." (Leviticus 25:23)10 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
7 https://hazon.org/climate‐at‐a‐tipping‐point‐what‐do‐we‐do‐4‐of‐7/ 
8 https://momentmag.com/debate‐is‐there‐a‐jewish‐responsibility‐to‐fight‐climate‐change/ 
9 Sources compiled by Rabbi Fred Scherlinder Dobb, Adat Shalom Reconstructionist Congregation, Bethesda, MD 
2003/5763 for COEJL, downloadable Word document at: 
https://www.reconstructingjudaism.org/document/mussar‐and‐text‐sources‐climate‐change 
10 Ibid. 
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This is reinforced in Psalm 24:1 – "The Earth is God’s, and the fullness 
thereof; the settled land, and its inhabitants."11 

More than just stewards, we are to be wise stewards. We cannot afford 
to make lasting mistakes, because the stakes are high, as this 8th Century 
midrash makes very clear: 

"God led Adam around all the trees of the Garden of Eden. And God 
said to Adam: 'See My works, how good and praiseworthy they are?! And all 
that I have created, I made for you. [But,] be mindful then that you do not 
spoil and destroy My world – for if you spoil it, there is no one after you to 
repair it.'" (Midrash Qohelet Rabbah 7:13; ca. 8th Century C.E.)12 

Global warming moves hundreds of times more abruptly than "natural" 
change. This threatens many species and whole ecosystems that cannot 
adapt fast enough13 and with whose welfare we are charged at the beginning 
of Genesis – "God now said: 'Let us make human beings in our image, after 
our likeness, and let them hold sway over the fish of the sea and the birds of 
the sky, over the beasts, over all the earth, over all that creeps upon the 
earth.'"14 (Genesis 1:26) 

Our tradition teaches that with this dominion comes great responsibility, 
as in this midrash:  

"Even those creatures you deem superfluous in the world – like flies, 
fleas, and gnats -- nevertheless have their allotted task in the scheme of 
Creation (seder beresheet)." (Midrash Exodus Rabbah 10:1)15 

… and in this teaching by Maimonides:  

 "It should not be believed that all beings exist for the sake of humanity's 
existence ... [rather,] all the other beings, too, have been intended for their 
own sakes... " (Rambam / Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed III:13;  
12th Century, Egypt)16 

                                                 
11 Ibid. 
12 Dobbs, Idem 
13 Dobbs, Ibid. 
14 The Torah: A Modern Commentary, Revised Edition, W. Gunter Plaut, Editor (URJ Press, New York 2005), p. 21 
15 Dobbs, Ibid. 
16 Dobb, Idem 
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In addition to the need to care for the Earth and all its creatures, a 
2009 Resolution of the Union for Reform Judaism urgently reminds us that:  

"Climate change is fundamentally a social justice issue that marries 
our mandate to be good stewards of the earth with our call to care for the 
least among us. The vulnerable developing nations that contribute the least 
to climate change will be among the first to feel its effects, and many 
Pacific Island and African nations are already experiencing impacts in the 
form of droughts, natural disasters, and changing agricultural patterns. As 
the largest historical producer of greenhouse gas emissions, the United 
States is responsible for leading the way to global solutions."17 

The URJ’s 2009 resolution continues: "Jewish tradition emphasizes 
many values that speak to our nation’s need for energy policies that are 
environmentally responsible and that pay due attention to the public health 
and safety of both present and future generations. Humankind has a solemn 
obligation to improve the world for future generations. Addressing climate 
change requires us to learn how to live within the ecological limits of the 
earth so that we will not compromise the ecological or economic security of 
those who come after us… 

"Energy policy must also be equitable and just," it states, "as the Torah 
commands, 'Justice, justice shall you pursue' (Deuteronomy 16:20). The 
countries most responsible for climate change should be those most 
responsible for finding a solution to the problem. Judaism also underscores 
the moral imperative of protecting the poor and vulnerable: 'When one 
loves righteousness and justice, the earth is full of the loving-kindness of 
the Eternal.' (Psalms 33:5). Indeed, poor nations are likely to bear the brunt 
of the negative impacts associated with climate change."18 

In a 14th Century responsum (Resp. 196), Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet 
wrote: "One is forbidden from gaining a livelihood at the expense of 
another’s health."19 

Astoundingly, to me at least, there are some who refuse to believe that 
climate change and global warming are real "despite near unanimity among 

                                                 
17 https://urj.org/what‐we‐believe/resolutions/climate‐change‐and‐energy 
18 https://rac.org/jewish‐values‐climate‐change‐energy 
19 https://rac.org/blog/support‐strong‐climate‐agreement 
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independent scientists." Even if we accept debate, "Judaism teaches us to 
take serious precautionary measures, before all the data are in."20 

"When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, 
so that you do not bring bloodguilt on your house if anyone should fall from 
it." (Deuteronomy 22:8)21 

Yosef Caro in his Shulhan Arukh from 16th Century Tzfat teaches:  
"A burning coal / object left in a place where the public can be injured by it – 
one is allowed to extinguish it (even on Shabbat), whether it’s of metal or of 
wood." (Yosef Caro in Shulchan Aruch, Oreh Hayim 334:27; 16th C. Tzfat)22 

And to those who object to the projected cost of the efforts to reverse 
global warming, Rabbi Arthur Waskow responds: "Some of the people who 
say fighting climate change is going to destroy the economy are those who 
now benefit to the tune of billions of dollars a year from the economy as it is. 
What they don’t say is that their economy is destroying itself and will take 
everybody else with it. We’ll have to create a new one to make this one work 
at all."23 

The repeated blasts of the Shofar are our wake-up call not only to an 
examination of our character and of our behavior last year. They are an 
urgent call to action. So, what can we do? Rabbi Julie Schonfield 
recommends: "Recycle. Unplug unused appliances. Adjust our heating and 
air conditioning thermostats by a few degrees. Drive less – or, better yet, 
carpool, take public transit, bike or walk."24 

Here at Woodlands, be in touch with the Environmental Task Force of 
our Social Action Committee. Their email address – etf@wct.org – and their 
meeting dates are listed in the Daf Tefilah. 

Visit the website of and get involved with the Coalition on the 
Environment and Jewish Life – coejl.org. Established in 1993 by the Jewish 
Council for Public Affairs (then NJCRAC), the Religious Action Center of 
Reform Judaism, and the Jewish Theological Seminary of America (the 
Conservative Movement’s seminary), COEJL now serves as the Jewish 

                                                 
20 Dobbs, Idem 
21 Dobbs, Idem 
22 Dobbs, Idem 
23 https://momentmag.com/debate‐is‐there‐a‐jewish‐responsibility‐to‐fight‐climate‐change/ 
24 http://www.coejl.org/uploads/1/2/0/0/120031968/rosh_hashanah‐_wake_up_and_take_action.pdf 
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voice in the National Religious Partnership for the Environment. From 
COEJL's website: 

"COEJL's mission is to deepen the Jewish community’s commitment to 
the stewardship of creation and mobilize the resources of Jewish life and 
learning to protect the Earth and all its inhabitants. Our goal is to unite the 
entire Jewish community, all denominations and non-religious alike under 
this mission."25 

I think that COEJL is a great place to start, but there certainly are myriad 
wonderful organizations addressing this issue and acting as advocates in 
Washington, DC., such as: 

● the Environmental Defense Fund – edf.org 

● the Natural Resource Defense Council – nrdc.org 

● the Nature Conservancy – nature.org 

Or email me at corey@wct.org, and I will do my best to point you in the 
right direction. 

Addressing the Israelites on the shores of the Jordan River as they are 
about to cross into the Promised Land at the end of their 40-year journey 
from slavery in Egypt, Moses beseeches them in these compelling words 
that we will read on Yom Kippur: 

"I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day: I have put 
before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life – if you and your 
offspring would live." (Deuteronomy 30:19).26 

Like Moses, I urge all of us to choose life.  

Keyn y’hi ratzon. May this be God’s will.  

                                                 
25 http://www.coejl.org/about.html 
26 The Torah: A Modern Commentary, Revised Edition, W. Gunter Plaut, Editor (URJ Press, New York 2005), p. 1377 
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Benediction 

Maimonides taught: "Every human being has merits and faults. The 
righteous person has more merits than faults, the wicked one more faults 
than merits. The average person is (more or less) evenly balanced 
between the two. A community, too, is judged in this manner: if the merits 
of its citizens outweigh their faults, it is called righteous; if their faults 
outweigh their merits, it is called wicked."27 

Mihayeh haKol – Giver of life to All –  

Grant us the strength, wisdom, and courage: 
 to act as your partners in tikkun olam, in repairing the world 
 by tackling climate change head on … before it is too late 
 and in so doing, be called righteous. 

Shana tova u'metuka …  
A good and sweet year for all your loved ones and you! 

                                                 
27 Gates of Repentance: The New Union Prayerbook for the Days of Awe (Central Conference of American Rabbis, 
1978 revised 1996), p. 11  


