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Judaism Forbids Cruelty to other Creatures -- 
 
by Lewis Regenstein 
 
 
 
Throughout our long and amazing history, the Jewish people have been leaders in 
many social, scientific, and moral movements that have profoundly affected the world. 
 
Today, we face challenges of profound importance, problems that endanger the very 
survival of humanity, of the Jewish people, of our civilization itself. 
 
Among these issues is the global environmental crisis, which threatens to overwhelm 
the earth's ability to support its varied life forms that G-d Created long before humans 
appeared on the scene. 
 
And the massive abuse and suffering inflicted on billions of wild and farmed animals 
every year clearly violate the teachings of Judaism and cannot be justified by any 
person of faith and decency. 
 
 
Judaism’s Tradition of Compassion 
 
Judaism must address these crucial problems – and, indeed, it does ! 
 
It is set forth in The Torah, The Decalogue, The Talmud, and the other wise and 
righteous teachings of The Almighty and of our revered elders, teachers and Sages, 
from the Creation story, to the teachings of the prophets and the Psalms, our great and 
ancient faith repeatedly tells us that we have an obligation to care for and protect the 
planet and its creatures. 
 
Jews can take pride in our ancient laws and traditions that, for thousands of years, have 
mandated compassion and concern for animals and required respectful, responsible 
stewardship of G-d’s Creation. Jews are the first people in the world known to have 
recorded and adopted such teachings. 
 



The Jewish people are charged with the mission of being “a light unto the nations” 
(Isaiah 42:6, 60:3), a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6), and 
“compassionate children of compassionate ancestors” (Beitza 32b). As author Richard 
Schwartz has observed, these teachings have inspired the Jews through the ages to 
provide the world with moral and spiritual leadership. 
 
Compassion for other creatures is one of the important legacies we have given the 
world, along with Monotheism. 
By returning to our roots, to the teachings of the Bible and the timeless tenets of Jewish 
law and literature, 
we can perhaps again be a "light unto the Nations." In so doing, we can help make this 
a better world for all of G-d’s creatures – and for humans, as well. 
 
 
Taking Judaism Seriously 
 
It is wonderful that so many of our fellow Jews are very Observant, believing literally in 
the words of the Torah, and strictly following Judaism's teachings . 
But often, we do not keep in mind or are unaware that Judaism, and our holy scriptures, 
have strong laws and teachings forbidding cruelty to animals. 
Resurrecting the ancient holiday, Rosh Hanshanah La'Behemo, The New Year’s Day 
for the Animals, would be an effective way to revitalize our great faith tradition and 
remind Our People of our obligations to practice compassion and conservation as set 
forth in The Torah, The Decalogue, The Talmud, and the other wise and righteous 
teachings of The Almighty and of our revered teachers and Sages . 
 
There is an entire code of laws (“tsa’ar ba’alei hayim,” the requirement "to prevent the 
suffering of living creatures") mandating that animals be treated with compassion. Jews 
are not allowed to “pass by” an animal in distress or being mistreated, even on the 
Sabbath. 
 
As the authoritative Encyclopedia Judaica (The Jewish Encyclopedia) observes, “In 
rabbinic literature… great prominence is given to demonstrating G-d’s mercy to animals, 
and to the importance of not causing them pain”: 
 
Moral and legal rules on the treatment of animals are based on the principle that 
animals are part of G-d’s creation toward which humans bear responsibility. The Bible… 
makes it clear not only that cruelty to animals is forbidden but also that compassion and 
mercy to them are demanded of humans by G-d. 
 



The Encyclopedia sums up the rabbinical law by saying, “The principle of kindness to 
animals… is as though G-d’s treatment of humans will be according to their treatment of 
animals.” 
 
Similarly, the Universal Jewish Encyclopedia observes that “The Jewish attitude toward 
animals has always been governed by the consideration that that they, too, are G-d’s 
creatures… [and] the obligation to respect and consider the feelings and needs of lower 
creatures….The non-canonical… writings strongly urge kindness towards animals, 
declaring that one who harms an animal harms his own soul.” 
 
“The kind treatment of animals was part of the moral climate of Jewish living,” notes 
Nathan Ausubel in The Book of Jewish Knowledge. “The humane regard among Jews 
for people extended also to encompass animals. But behind it was the all pervasive 
feeling of compassion urged upon the righteous”: 
 

As the Holy One, blessed be He, has compassion upon man, so has He compassion 
upon the beasts of the field…and for the birds of the air (Midrash). 
 
Kindness to animals is not only stressed throughout the Bible, it is even required in the 
holiest of the laws, the Ten Commandments. G-d forbids us to make our farmed 
animals work on the Sabbath; we must give them, too, a day of rest (Exodus 20:10; 
23:12; Deuteronomy 5:14). Indeed, this commandment might constitute the first written 
record of a law requiring kindness to animals, the first codification of concern for 
animals, a concept the Jews can be said to have pioneered some 3,500 years ago. 
The Lord’s First Commandments Concern Animals 
 
G-d's very first commandment (Genesis 1:22) was to the birds, whales, fish and other 
creatures to "be fruitful and multiply," and fill the seas and the skies. His first 
commandment to humans (Genesis 1:28), was to "replenish the earth ... and have 
dominion" over other creatures. 
 
These commandments concern the welfare and survival of animals, and human 
responsibilities toward them. So the Almighty must have considered this a very 
important matter. 
 
Clearly, G-d was well pleased with the works of his creation. After he made each 
creature, He saw that each was good and pronounced the entire Creation, when it was 
completed, "very good." 
 



Later, when G-d promised Noah and generations to come never again to destroy the 
Earth with a flood, he included in the covenant "every living creature ... the fowl, the 
cattle, and every beast of the earth ... " (Genesis 9: 12-17). 
 
Psalm 104 extols the creatures of "this great and wide sea": "O Lord, how manifold are 
thy works! In wisdom thou hast made them all: The earth is full of thy riches ... The glory 
of the Lord shall endure forever." 
 
Psalm 36 states, "man and beast thou savest, O Lord. How precious is thy steadfast 
love ... " And Proverbs 12:10 suggests there are two types of people: "A righteous man 
has regard for the life of his beast, but the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel." 
 
 
The Bible’s Reverence for Nature 
 
The obligation of humans to respect and protect the natural environment is another 
theme that appears throughout the Bible, often referring to just the kinds of problems we 
face today: destruction of wildlife and habitat, and pollution of our food, air and water . 
 
In the books of Jeremiah (9:9-11) and Habakkuk (2:17), the Lord warns against 
destroying nature and wildlife. Habakkuk specifically condemns "the destruction of the 
beasts." In both cases, the punishment is that the land is "laid waste," just what we are 
doing today to much of our farmland, wilderness and oceans.. 
 
Trees and forests are accorded a special reverence in the Bible, and one of the first 
things the Israelites were commanded to do when they "came into" the Promised Land 
was to plant trees and allow them to mature before eating the fruits thereof (Leviticus 
19:23). 
 
One of the world's first and strongest nature-protection regulations is found in the 
Mosaic law (Deuteronomy 20:19), which forbids the destruction of fruit-bearing trees 
even when waging war against a city. 
 
Throughout the Bible, the Scriptures impart a strong conservation message, warning 
against over-utilizing and wearing out natural resources. In Leviticus (25:2-7), the Lord 
commands that every seventh year "the land shall keep a sabbath unto the Lord." The 
fields and vineyards shall be allowed to rest, and what grows naturally will be shared 
with the wildlife, "the beasts that are in thy land." 
 
Returning to The Jewish Tradition of Mercy 



 
In sum, the many teachings of Judaism the over the centuries have repeatedly stressed 
this mitzvah of compassion for other creatures. 
 
Thus, a renewed emphasis on the humane ethic would represent not a departure from 
traditional Jewish teachings but a return to them. 
 
Sadly, the long Jewish tradition of raising animals gently and humanely is almost 
forgotten. Who now remembers the story of the Slovakian farmer and Holocaust victim, 
Itzhik Rosenberg, who, while being taken away to be killed by the Germans, cried out to 
his neighbors, “but who will take care of my animals ?” 
 
Today, our activities threaten the existence of entire species of wildlife, and of the 
earth's critical biological and life support systems essential for our own survival. Climate 
change/Global Warming represents a potential threat to our very civilization. 
 
Judaism’s extensive humane teachings were promulgated long before we were aware 
of the massive suffering involved in the mass production, the “factory farming,” of most 
farm animals, and before we knew that eating animals causes degenerative diseases 
that sicken and kill us, like heart disease, strokes, cancer and diabetes. 
Therefore, destroying “G-d’s Creation”, causing massive suffering to and wiping out 
other life forms and our own habitat, the earth itself, must be viewed as sinful and 
self-destructive behavior. 
This must be avoided, especially by those of us who go to almost unimaginable lengths 
to avoid violating the most obscure Jewish laws, especially those relating to Shabbat, 
while ignoring the entire code of laws (“tsa’ar ba’alei hayim,”) protecting animals. 
 
The Lord has instructed us in Chapter 9:2 of Genesis that "every beast of the earth, and 
... every fowl of the air ... all that moveth upon the earth, and all the fishes of the sea: 
into your hand are they delivered" . 
 
Today, every Jew should consider the massive damage humans are doing to the planet 
and its creatures, especially the cruelty inflicted on wildlife and farmed animals. We 
should ask if this is how G-d intended for us to treat the Creation, which the Lord 
declared “very good” and over which we were given stewardship. 
 
It is hard to imagine that our massive abuse of animals would be pleasing to a merciful 
G-d. Can this truly be the will of the Lord, whose first commandments concerned 
animals, and who instructed us in the Torah to allow our animals an entire day of rest on 



the Sabbath, to leave some crops in the fields for the wildlife, to allow oxen to eat while 
working, and who repeatedly prohibited cruelty to animals ? 
 
As the great Jewish writer and Nobel laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer once wrote, “How 
can we pray to G-d for mercy, when we ourselves have no mercy ?” 
 
And so I say to all of you, Happy New Year, and may we all work to make this a better 
world for us, for the animals, and for generations-to-come, whose future depends on the 
decisions we make today. 
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