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Hi Everyone, It’s so exciting to have you here on zoom with me today to celebrate my bat 

mitzvah. Over the past few months I have been learning about sustainability and 

environmentalism in Jewish texts. One day while studying about this, I told my siblings, “you 

know you guys shouldn’t be using plastic straws.” They said, “We know, it’s bad for the 

environment, right?” I replied, “Yeah, there’s that … but it’s also a really weird way to eat 

spaghetti.”  

I’ve chosen this topic because I love animals. When you think about it, to save and protect 

animals you have to save their habitats. To save their habitats you have to stop pollution and 

climate change. It all ties together. But whose responsibility is it to care for our planet? Do we 

own the earth? Is everything ours for taking?  

In the time of Coronavirus we should all be worried about where the next virus might 

come from. Experts are warning that it is expected to come from factory farms where 

animals are packed closely together in unsanitary conditions. Is this the way we should be 

treating the animals from which we get our food?  

In Bereshit - Genesis, the Torah teaches us how to care for the world Hashem created. God 

formed the land and the heavens. Then He filled the land and the heavens with fish, insects 

and animals. God then says, “Peru u-revu - increase and multiply and fill the earth”, 

ve-kivshuhah - “dominate and rule over the earth.” Does this mean we are allowed to use the 

world as we deem necessary? Or have we been given the role of caretaker to protect and 

sustain our resources? Some think that the statement to “dominate and rule over the earth.” 

gives us the right to use the earth as we see fit, but Bereshit 2:15 explains differently: “And the 



Lord God took man and placed him in the Garden of Eden to till and tend it.” We have been 

given the job 

of caretaker. After God created the heavens and earth and all with which it was filled, the 

Torah explains God’s reaction, “And God saw all that He had made, and behold it was very 

good.” I love to draw and If I were to create such an incredible masterpiece I would not want 

anyone destroying it. How is that different from God creating earth? I would want others to 

be gentle and preserve my creation for the future generations.  

Kohelet Rabbah (7:13) explains that God said: “Look at my works, how beautiful and 

praiseworthy they are! And all that I have created, it was for you that I created it. Pay attention 

that you do not corrupt and destroy My world: If you corrupt it there is no one to repair it after 

you.” God created the world as a place for humans to thrive, but also as a place that should be 

cared for. God warns us that we need to be the caretaker of our planet because we are the 

only species that are able to repair it. There is a point of destruction from which we cannot 

return. Many experts believe we are very near that point. At the World Economic Forum in 

2019, Greta Thunberg said: "I want you to act as if the house is on fire, because it is." She 

relates a house on fire to climate change saying that we wouldn’t wait to stop a fire but that's 

exactly what we're doing with climate change.  

We can learn a great deal from the story of Noah about the treatment of animals and 

environmentalism and conservation. Noah and his family cared for all the animals in the ark for 

a full year. This must have been hard work! Feeding, cleaning and tending to the needs of 

thousands of animals! It’s hard for me to just clean the kitty litter boxes of just two cats! Before 

the story of Noah, humans are not allowed to eat meat. Noah was later given this right because 

Noah and his family cared for the animals day and night for a whole year and in turn had a 

greater respect for the lives of the animals. The world stands on three things: Torah, Avoda 

(Prayer), Gemilut Chasadim (Kindness) (M. Avot 1:2). If you know an animal and show kindness 

to it, eating it would be so much more difficult. Remember the fish in the bathtub story?  

Would the world be a better place if we were all vegetarians? I’m not sure of that answer, but I 

do think it is important for us to think about where our food comes from, and if we eat meat, 

to be thankful for the animal that gave its life. Halachah (Jewish law) states that we are not 

allowed to eat a mother cow and a calf on the same day. Ramban (Nachmanides) says this is for 

a symbolic reason. If we were to eat the cow and its offspring on the same day it would be as if 

we are saying we don’t care about the specie’s existence. The Torah wants us to care about the 

existence and continuity of the species!  

By taking a pair of each species of animal on the ark, Noah saved them for the future world. 



From this example we learn that we should be concerned for each species that lives on the 

earth today and make sure their habitats are protected. There is a long list of animals that 

are 

endangered or nearly extinct. My favorite animal, besides cats which are definitely not 

endangered, are dolphins. The Baiji dolphins is on the list of animals in immediate danger and 

may possibly become extinct soon. Their habitat, the Yangtze River in China, is one of the most 

polluted in the world.  

Noah also had the foresight to plant the trees he needed to build the ark 120 years in advance. 

We may not know exactly what resources we need in the future but we can certainly prepare 

for our future. Some think it's ok to cut down old-growth forests if they replace them with 

newer trees. However, when you do that, while you may gain the materials you need, you're 

also cutting down an entire ecosystem full of plants and animals that depends on the trees of 

that old forest. When you look at a tree you might think it is not as “alive” as we are. After all, 

it can’t talk; it can't walk. But did you know trees can actually communicate with each other? 

They are all interconnected by their underground web of roots. They send chemical signals to 

each other. They share resources with each other, even across species.  

The mitzvah of Bal Tashchit means “do not destroy” and also also relates to conservation. The 

Torah in Devarim (Deuteronomy 20:19-20) describes that when a city is besieged, you may not 

cut down any fruit bearing trees inside or outside the city. This shows foresight about the 

future and the need to have trees and food available for after the war is done, and for future 

generations.  

The story of Honi the Circle Drawer tells how we should be thinking about and treating 

the world we live in (TB Ta’anit 19a):  

One day Honi was walking along the road and he saw a man planting a carob tree. He 

asked, "How long does it take to bear fruit?" The man replied: "Seventy years." Honi then 

asked him: "Are you certain that you will live another seventy years?" The man replied: "I 

found carob trees in the world so I want plant these for my children."  

We have to think of future generations and prepare for future enjoyment. When I was in Israel 

this past summer, we planted trees just outside of Jerusalem. There is no way we will ever be 

able to find that exact tree, but it felt really good to be part of creating a forest that will be 

enjoyed in the future.  



Many of our current world leaders seem to be unaligned with the idea of protecting the Earth 

for our future. Just recently, protections were removed from the Northeast Canyons and 

Seamount Marine National Park which is located off our coast here in the Northeast. Allowing 

fishing in this area will likely negatively impact the ocean’s fishing stock. I’m unsure of why we 

are removing protections when we should be adding more. We need to protect and conserve 

for the future.  

With great power comes great responsibility. We have power over all of God’s creations. It is a 

great power. We now have the responsibility to fix it. In Pirkei Avot, Rabbi Tarfon says, “It is not 

your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect it. The day is short, the 

work is much, the workers are lazy, the reward is great, and the master of the house is 

insistent” (M. Avot 2:16). He also says: “It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but 

neither are you free to desist from it.” The work of taking care of the Earth is great, too great 

for one person to correct and complete, but we have to do our part. Tikkun Olam means 

repairing the world. It is our duty to repair that damage that has been done. It is such a huge 

task and it can feel overwhelming. But if we all make small changes, like using silicone straws 

instead of plastic ones (which my siblings finally learned), then together we can make a positive 

impact. Together we can both develop and safeguard our world. 
 


