Judaism and the Environment

PART 1: Philosophical, Midrashic and Halachik Principles
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PART 2: Halachik imperatives {Pollution Control, Allocation of Space & Nature Conservation)

Pollution Controf
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PART 3:: Tikun Olam
Rabbi Prof. Avraham Wijler and Dr. Akiva Wolff: A Jewish Approach to the Quality of the Environment:

¢ First and Second Law of Thermodynamics: 1) Energy can be converted from one form to another, but
cannot be created nor destroyed, and 2) when enesgy flows from a high concentration to a lower
concentration or when energy is changed from one form to another, some of the useful energy is
always degraded to higher entropy, less useful energy.

« Einstein suggests that energy and matter are interchangeable. Experience thus suggests that "when
we change matter from one form to another, there seems to be an inevitable loss in the usefulness of
the matter ... and the inevitable creation of waste materials.” Virtually every time we — and all living
things - interact with the environment we thus degrade the quality of the matter that makes it up.

¢ These physical laws operate within a closed system. To overcome degradation, by either increasing
the quality of the matter or at least maintaining it, additional energy is required. This energy comes
from consuming other material within the closed system (e.g., buming fossil fuel), or from the
importation of energy from outside the system.

» Two importers of energy: 1) Photosynthesizers, “who transform high entropy, largely unusable energy
and material into low entropy resources that are vital for life as we know it.” 2) Humans.

¢ Rav Hirsch: “Shachat is the conception of corruption, not destruction. It is the overthrow of a good
condition, and the impeding of progress, and the changing into the opposite of anything which was
meant to thrive and prosper.” Bal Tashchit is “the prohibition against causing a net loss in quality ... the
degradation of useful resources without the commensurate benefit to compensate for this loss.”

e Bava Kama 91b permits fruit trees to be cut down when the wood is more vajuable than the fruit. Bal
Tashchit is the ‘not finding’ the commensurate benefit from our environmental activity. Sustainability is
not enough; creation of a better world is required.



Allocation of Space
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Nature Conversation
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R. Hisda also said: When one can eat barley bread but eats wheaten bread he violates, thou shalt not destroy IR, Papa said: When
one can drink beer but drinks wine, he violates, thou shalt not destroy.™* But this is incorrect: Thou shalt not destroy, as applied to one's
own person, stands higher 12
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She who urinates before her pot in order that it should be quickly cooked is guilty of Amorite practices. Yet one may place a chip of a
muiberry tree and broken pieces of glass in a pot in order that it should boil quickly. But the Sages forbade broken pieces of glass [to be
employed thus] on account of danger. Our Rabbis taught: A lump of salt may be placed in a lamp in order that it should burn brightly; 10
and mud and ctay may be placed under a lamp in order that it should bum slowly R. Zutra said: He who covers an ail lamp or
uncovers a naphtha lamp] infringes the prohibition of wastefui destruction.’ 'Wine and heaith to the mouth of our teachers!™ is not
considered the ways of the Amorite. It once happened that R. Akiba made a banquet for his son and over every glass [of liquor] that he
brought he exclaimed, 'Wine and heaith to the mouth of our teachers; heaith and wine to the mouths of our teachers and their disciples!'



