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Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

This past summer I received an e-mail from Heather 

Goldstone who hosts the science show “Living Lab” on our 

local NPR station.  She was doing a show on interfaith 

responses to Pope Francis’s encyclical on the climate crisis, 

Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home and asked me to 

join the radio panel.  I had two hesitations.  First, I hadn’t yet 

read the 175 page encyclical—or for that matter, any 

encyclical.  The second hesitation was that for years, while I 

fully affirmed the scientific consensus on human caused 

climate change, the crisis seemed far enough down the road 

that I let my passionate environmentalist friends shoulder 
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the worrying for me.1  They were my designated worriers, so 

to speak, allowing me to worry about issues. 

Nevertheless, I said accepted the invitation. Judaism 

has compelling wisdom to offer on our relationship to the 

environment, and I had recently signed a rabbinic letter in 

response to the encyclical along with over 400 colleagues.2 I 

wanted there to be a Jewish voice on the panel, and felt that 

the time had come for me to do more serious reading and 

learning.   

A funny thing happened on the way to the studio.  I 

started listening in a different way to the designated 

worriers. I became so genuinely moved by what I was 

reading and hearing, that I felt I could no longer outsource 

worry about climate change to my friends and colleagues.  

There were too many connections between climate change 

and everything I care about--global peace, health, racial and 
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economic justice, eradication of poverty and more. Since that 

radio show, I have come away with a sense of real 

appreciation for the many people in the congregation, on the 

Island and all over the globe who have taken the lead on this 

climate crisis.  I have come away with a sense that religious 

and spiritual voices of all traditions and in particular 

Judaism have an important role in our collective ability to 

respond to the crisis.  And I have come away with a new 

sense of urgency. Climate journalist Naomi Klein writes, 

“there are times when we must accept small steps forward—

and there are other times ‘when you need to run like a 

buffalo,’ as educator and entrepreneur Henry Red cloud tells 

his students. Now is one of those times when we must run.”3  

Pope Francis, with his encyclical Laudato Si’, has hit the 

ground running. When the leader of 1.2 billion people 

compellingly addresses such a critical issue as climate 
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change, inviting people of all faiths, cultures and beliefs to 

join the conversation, we need to RSVP and come to the 

table. As the encyclical emphasizes, the very nature of this 

crisis requires the wisdom and knowledge of everyone—

business people, philosophers, scientists, artists, farmers, 

and more.  He writes, “If we are truly concerned to develop 

an ecology capable of remedying the damage we have done, 

no branch of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left 

out, and that includes religion and the language particular to 

it.”4  I want to focus today on the particular language that I 

know, ancient Jewish wisdom, as a way of starting a 

communal conversation at the Hebrew Center that addresses 

the climate crisis. 

Laudato Si’ contains within in much wisdom from the 

Torah on our environment and our relationship to and 

within it. “The climate is a common good,” the encyclical 
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teaches (#23).  “[T]he earth is essentially a shared 

inheritance, whose fruits are meant to benefit everyone” 

(#93).  That is our starting point. No country, no corporation, 

no culture, no industry no matter how profitable owns the 

earth and its resources to the point of damaging the common 

inheritance and the common good. In the language of the 

Torah, “the land must not be sold beyond reclaim, for the 

land is mine, says God, you are but sojourners (or in 

Martha’s Vineyard language “renters”) resident with me” 

(Lev. 25:23).   

“We are not God,” Pope Francis reminds us.  “The 

earth was here before us and it has been given to us” (#67). 

In the agricultural framework of the Torah, one can farm the 

land, but one is obligated to leave the corners and the 

gleanings for the poor.  One must tithe one’s income to 

support the community as well as the most economically 
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vulnerable, and one must farm it in a way that it remains 

sustainable, passing its viability to future generations.  While 

our economic and political system rewards short-term 

thinking regardless of the long-term harm to people and the 

environment, the frame of religious and Jewish thinking is 

the long term. In the famous story of Honi in the Talmud, 

Honi saw an old man planting a carob tree.  Honi asked him: 

‘How many years will it take for this tree to give forth its 

fruit?’  The man answered that it would take 70 years. “Why 

bother,” Honi asks.  “Because,” the man answers, “I found a 

fruitful world because my ancestors planted it for me.  So, 

too, will I plant for my children” (BT Ta’anit 23a).  

There are certainly many gifts from industrialization, 

technology and free market capitalism, but the long-term 

and communal thinking evident in the Torah and the Honi 

story has not been one of them. Our situation is like that of 
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the 6th century midrashic story of R. Shimon bar Yochai who 

taught: “there was a case of men on a ship, one of whom 

took a borer and began boring beneath his own place.  His 

fellow travellers said to him: ‘What are you doing?’  Said he 

to them: ‘what does that matter to you, am I not boring 

under my own place?  Said they: ‘Because the water will 

come up and flood the ship for us all!’”  (Vayikra Rabbah 

4:6) 

We are in the boat together, and we must urgently 

acknowledge that the water is coming in. We can fix the 

hole.  We can invest in the transformation to a sustainable 

economy based on renewable energy that creates new jobs, 

new infrastructure, rewards new ingenuity and reflects 

different values. The possibilities are exciting. But if we 

continue to reward industries and corporations who drill the 

holes, the boat will not hold.  And the reality is that there are 
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currently too many policies and global trade agreements that 

protect the “freedom” of the man drilling the hole. All this is 

within our power to change. As Wendell Berry says, the 

environmental crisis “is not a crisis of the environment, but 

rather of ourselves.”5 We need to change “our notions of 

progress,” writes Jewish environmental scholar Jeremy 

Benstein, “from mere economic growth to holistic 

conceptions of fundamental human welfare for current and 

future generations.”6   

Jewish wisdom has so much insight to guide us in this 

conversation.  Let’s start at the beginning—the very 

beginning.  Genesis 1:28 speaks of what is known as human 

dominion.  God blessed them and God said to them, “Be 

fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it . . .” It is 

indeed a blessing that human beings are given the creativity 

and intelligence to “master” nature in the sense of not being 
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constantly vulnerable to it, as Benstein argues.7  There are so 

many ways that we have enriched human life and life on 

earth with our technology and our growing understanding 

of nature. Nevertheless, we as a society have forgotten the 

insight of Genesis chapter 2.  In verse 2:15 it says, “The Lord 

God took the Adam and placed him in the Garden of Eden, 

to till it and tend it.”  The Hebrew is l’avda ul’shomra.  It 

literally means to work it and to protect it, or to “serve and 

preserve.”  Avoda, work, production, “progress”, etc. must 

always be accompanied by shemira, watching over, 

protection, preservation.  As Benstein writes in his book The 

Way Into Judaism in the Environment,  

The mission is to work, to produce, to develop—
but at the same time to preserve, to guard, to be 
vigilant that the work doesn’t get out of hand.  It 
must remain, in a word, sustainable. Indeed, 
perhaps the best translation of the biblical phrase 
leovda uleshomra is ‘sustainable development.’   
Working the land is crucial for human flourishing, 
but guarding the earth is the critical complement.  
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We need to guard the world precisely from our 
avoda, the effects of our own work.  In our struggle 
for the earth’s fruits, we sow the seeds of our own, 
and the world’s, destruction, unless we temper 
our toil with responsibility and concern for 
posterity.8 
 
What is the perfect expression of this balance between 

serving and preserving, work and protection?  Shabbat! As 

Benstein reminds us, the crowning glory of the creation 

story is not the creation of human beings, but of Shabbat (p. 

52).   Jewish laws around Shabbat have one central theme. It 

is not relaxation but rather the ceasing of creative work.  

Shabbat comes from the root meaning to stop.  We stop our 

creativity, our work, our productivity, because serving 

without preserving can sink the boat. 

One of the great Torah insights of Shabbat is that it is 

not only necessary for individuals to pause in the workweek 

for reflection and preservation.  It is also necessary for 

societies to do so on a regular basis. The shemittah or 
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sabbatical year is the seventh of the seven-year cycle that the 

Torah commands us to observe.  The sabbatical year is 

ecological, commanding the biblical farmer to let the land 

lay fallow.  It is also social, commanding the wealthy to 

release the poor from their debts. It is a pause in economic 

growth and technology, so to speak, to allow reflection on 

the health of our work, the society and the land. In the 

Torah, economic, social and environmental health is 

completely intertwined.  If Israelite society takes that pause, 

working sustainably to preserve the land and prevent 

extreme inequality, the Torah teaches that the “Lord will 

open for you His bounteous store. . . to provide rain for your 

land in season and to bless all your undertakings. (Deut. 

28:4).   But if the Israelites do not practice that cycle of 

sustainable work and rest and pursue (as in our own time) 

extreme profit making at the cost of ecological and social 
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exploitation, Leviticus and Deuteronomy both teach that “I 

will make your skies like iron and your earth like copper, so 

that your strength shall be spent to no purpose.  Your land 

shall not yield its produce, nor shall the trees of the land 

yield their fruit”(Lev. 26:18-20; See Deut. 28:23-24). 

The Torah is one of the first texts to warn that climate 

disaster and environmental degradation are connected to 

economic and environmental exploitation.  In a warning of 

particular insight and relevance, the Torah says that if we do 

not give the land its rest on Shabbat and the Sabbatical year, 

if we ignore the commandment to release debts on the 

seventh year, if we think we can till without tending, serve 

without preserving, exploit without consequence, then the 

land will take a rest for itself anyway through its desolation. 

“Then shall the land make up for its Sabbath years 

throughout the time that it is desolate . . . Throughout the 
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time that it is desolate, it shall observe the rest that it did not 

observe in your Sabbath years while you were dwelling on 

it” (Lev. 26:34). 

It is that connection that the Torah teaches between 

social injustice and environmental degradation that is central 

to the encyclical Laudato Si’. “We are faced not with two 

separate crises, one environmental and the other social,” 

Pope Francis writes, “but rather with one complex crisis 

which is both social and environmental.  Strategies for a 

solution demand an integrated approach to combating 

poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded, and at the same 

time protecting nature” (#139). 

We do indeed find ourselves in a complex crisis with so 

many connections that it is daunting to describe them.  But I 

will point out just a few.  Tolerance of environmental 

degradation goes hand in hand with our world’s tolerance of 
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poverty for millions of people.  It has been shown clearly 

that the climate crisis will affect the world’s poor “first and 

worst”—the very people who have done the least to cause it 

and have the fewest resources to survive it, something we 

have seen play out in our own country in the different 

abilities of rich and poor in New Orleans to restart their lives 

after Hurricane Katrina. 

The challenging point that the Pope is forcefully 

arguing, is that we in the wealthy developed world have not 

only been tolerant of this climate crisis, we have caused it.  

We have been the borers of the global ship’s holes.  While 

we talk about foreign debt of poor countries, and their need 

to restructure and pay their financial debts, we have 

conveniently ignored the ecological debt of our own 

countries, who have historically been the largest contributors 

to climate change, and therefore have more responsibility to 
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help the poorest areas that will be most affected.9  We also 

need to restructure to pay our debts, our ecological debts. 

As we acknowledge our responsibility and our need as 

a society to make serious changes, we must also 

acknowledge how much our country has strayed in the last 

30 years from the Torah’s teaching of common good and 

public welfare and responsibility.  The subtitle of the 

encyclical is “Our Common Home.”  Yet we have been 

increasingly turning from the idea of common home and 

public good. We have privatized more, while cutting funds 

to what used to be a treasured public sphere.  Where would 

we be without the commitment of prior generations to our 

public parks, to the GI bill, to public colleges like the City 

College of New York that gave a whole generation of Jewish 

intellectuals like Irving Howe their education?  In the past 

thirty years, money has been cut from public universities, 
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public transportation, infrastructure, and more.  We have 

increasingly privatized prisons, armies, public schools, 

beautiful natural spaces, even fire fighters and access to 

water, at the same time as we have cut taxes on the super 

rich and allowed global corporations unfettered freedom to 

pursue huge profits.   

Since turning around climate change would require a 

large investment in new infrastructure, it is no surprise that 

some politicians and others who oppose an investment even 

in the old infrastructure would deny climate change, as we 

have heard from a number of presidential candidates.10  

Tellingly, some of those who deny climate change support a 

combination of billions of dollars of taxpayer subsidies in the 

case of oil companies, and the ability for those companies to 

externalize the costs they incur to the environment, our 

health and our societies.  Who pays those costs?  We all do.  
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And in return, we learned this past week (from Pulitzer 

Prize winning Inside Climate News11) that Exxon, despite 

knowing early on the dangerous affects of climate change 

caused by its own product, took some of their profits that we 

all subsidize to help “set up or fund extreme climate denial 

campaigns.”12 As the prophet Ezekiel says, “Is it not enough 

for you to graze on choice grazing ground, but you must 

also trample with your feet what is left from your grazing?  

And is it not enough for you to drink clear water, but you 

must also muddy with your feet what is left.” (Ez. 34:18-19). 

We must hear the prophet’s warnings.  We must 

awaken in ourselves compassion for the suffering of the 

poor whose suffering will increase if we do not address this 

crisis. We must recommit ourselves to the importance of the 

common good.  We must put an accurate price on the social 

and environmental costs of doing business, require 
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corporations to bear that cost, and require transparency with 

communities who will be affected by those costs. We have a 

sacred opportunity to act decisively to share our ingenuity, 

resources, creativity and knowledge to benefit all.  

There is reason for hope and faith.  The human heart 

carries with it great love, and the human mind great 

creativity. We do have options. As the Torah says, “I have 

put before you life and death, blessing and curse.  Choose 

life, so you and your offspring would live” (Deut. 30:19).  

We can choose life.  We can choose blessing. We can act with 

faith in the goodness of creation and remember the 

possibility for teshuvah-- change, repentance and return.  

How do we translate that faith into action? First, we can 

examine our own lifestyle and consumption in our homes, 

families and communities. The Talmud asks the question: 

eyzehu ashir? Who is wealthy? The answer is hasameach 
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b’chelko, one who is happy with his lot.  What does it mean to 

be “happy with your lot”?  It means, Benstein teaches, to be 

“One whose personal fulfillment and happiness is not tied to 

material affluence and consumption; where the good life is 

not a function of a life of goods.”13 

Another way we can have an impact is climate 

responsible investment. For those who are fortunate enough 

to have investments and pensions, and for communities 

such as ours with endowments, we can examine what we are 

investing in and move our money, as the Rabbi’s letter 

suggests, “from supporting deadly Carbon to supporting 

stable, profitable, life-giving enterprises.” 

We can also act as a religious community and form a 

“green team” in the synagogue to examine how we can 

reduce our carbon footprint, how to educate ourselves 

around climate change, and how we can join Island efforts, 
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as well as the many Jewish organizations including the 

Shalom Center, Coalition on the Environment and Jewish 

Life (COEJL) and Jewish Climate Action Network (JCAN) 

that have taken the lead on this issue.   

We can advocate on the national level for policies such 

as “carbon fees and public dividends that reward our society 

for moving beyond the Carbon economy,” as the Rabbi’s 

letter on climate action suggests, and for more investment in 

public infrastructure and education.   

We can also make it a spiritual practice to move 

through the world with compassion for all and for love of 

the natural world.  Saying Jewish blessings before and after 

eating, and blessings on seeing the beauty of nature, is a 

spiritual practice that raises our awareness that the world is 

not ours for the taking.  Blessings are gifts. As Abraham 
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Joshua Heschel wrote, “we will not perish for want of 

information, but only for want of appreciation.”14  

Finally, we can heed the words of the prophet Isaiah 

that we read as the Haftarah for Yom Kippur.  “If you banish 

oppression from your midst . . . if you give of yourself to the 

hungry, fulfilling the needs of the poor—then shall your 

light shine in darkness, and your darkness shall be like the 

noon.  The Righteous One will guide you always, will satisfy 

your thirst in desert wastes, will give your bones new life, 

and you’ll be like a well-watered garden, like a spring whose 

waters do not fail. . . ” (Isaiah 58:9-11). 

The paths of blessing and curse, life and death, lie 

before us.  May these holidays give us renewed commitment 

and strength to open our eyes to the choices before us, and 

choose life for all humanity and for future generations. 
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