
Introduction

, the Jewish prohibition against wastefulness and destruction, 
is considered to be an ecological ethical principle by Jewish environ-
mentalists. This book investigates whether this prohibition has the 
historical basis to be considered an environmental principle, or whether 
its interpretation as such is primarily a contemporary development. 
To this end, the study uses the methodology of tradition histories to 
produce an intellectual history of the prohibition against wastefulness. 
This research critically examines the conceptualization of 
as it develops from its biblical origins. The book traces its evolution 
through examining relevant passages dealing with wastefulness and 
destruction in Hebrew Scripture, rabbinic literature, halakhic codes, 
responsa, the accompanying commentary traditions, as well as the 

the important stages in the development of the prohibition, notes the 

emerges. Perhaps most importantly, it emphasizes the strong connec-
tion between self-harm and wastefulness in the conceptualization of 
the prohibition. This link has been almost completely absent from the 
contemporary environmental discourse surrounding  despite 
the fact that the connection between harm to humans and the act of 
wastefulness is fundamental to mainstream environmentalism. 

Exploring the Field

ask how the two are related. Roger Gottleib, a scholar of religion and 
environment and the editor of 
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long as human beings have practiced them, the complex and multi-
faceted beliefs, rituals, and moral teachings known as religion have 
told us how to think about and relate to everything on earth that we 
did not make ourselves.”1 Religions in the Abrahamic traditions are 
accompanied by codes of law and ethical systems about how humans 
should conduct themselves in society in reference to God, fellow 
humans, and the natural world. Some argue that these precepts are 
directly related to the way humans have related to their ecological 
surroundings over the past millennia.2 

-

to blame for the modern environmental crisis.3 He based this position 
on the dominion of humans over the rest of the created world found 

the birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep on the earth.’ ”4 

it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends,”5 and that 

6

or disagreeing with him to varying degrees. Peter Harrison summarizes 

, ed. Roger 

2. Some argue that ecological realities greatly shaped traditions and their associated 
-

ogy,’ ” in 

version unless otherwise stated. 

-
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-

 A Goo-

was published, religion and environment has been established as an 

as a central academic resource for scholars in the area.9 A growing 

the years, and students in undergraduate university courses dealing 
with environmental thought from a religious or philosophical approach 
are often required to write a critique of the paper. 

-

-

written by scholars, clergy, and activists, were often theologically and 
emotionally driven.

9. See 

-
 comes in part as a response to such criticism.

-

Sacred Meet
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scholars of religion and environment used biblical verses in a polemi-
cal manner to strengthen their arguments and deliver their messages. 
They highlighted biblical teachings that lend themselves more readily 

such as stewardship and sustainability. However, as they generally 
did not consult the rich, millennia-long interpretive traditions of these 
sources, their environmental readings of the primary texts often lack 
an historic basis.

-
11 

-
lishing human superiority over the nonhuman world, resulting in the 

-
mologies in which humans were no longer at the top of the hierarchy 
or the center of attention. Such an approach does not necessarily lead 

has started to move on to address other critical areas such as social, 
legal and historical approaches as well as that of lived religion. The 

methodology addresses some of his shortcomings.

ideas are supported by tradition histories. Reading environmental 
themes into primary sacred texts allows for a new and important 

reading that ecotheologians strongly advocate. Roger Gottleib states 

their texts had , for religious environmentalism they must 
now.”12

used for environmental purposes. Hence the old words must be 
read anew.”13 The call to reimagine faith-based traditions is shared 

12. Roger Gottleib,  
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death of nature . . . the world’s faiths are not up to the present task 
14 He claims that 

faiths must take on new expressions to enable them to contend with 

but re-beginning.”15

learn a new song in a strange land.”16 

new consciousness of nature and a new vision of God . . . which see 
human life as profoundly interrelated with all other forms of life.”  

that they inherit from predecessor generations. These elements help 
them get their bearings and gain a general sense of direction. Never-
theless, in response to contemporary challenges and opportunities, the 
actions of the present generation are forever adding new chapters to a 
religion’s history. This means that a world religion, when understood 

every age.”
-

ened environmental awareness.

-
gions have historically been a source for both positive and negative 
developments. They advocate for a reimagining of religions in light 

19

-
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of responsibility and inclusivity not only to other humans but also 
to nature itself.”

generations was still important, even when changes needed to be 
made.”21

Generally, Jewish environmental ethics is an area in which 
both traditional and academic scholars have been content 

or, How should we revise what Judaism says in light of 
22 

 as having distinct environmental sig-

Jewish ecotheology. Seidenberg writes, 

Bal 
, the prohibition against wasting, is a good litmus test. 

This principle . . . is both far-reaching . . . and extremely 
limiting. . . . The spiritual importance of is not 

 

Any Jewish environmental curriculum or theology that is 
serious will acknowledge these limitations.23
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Such a position is perhaps somewhat surprising in light of 

who adhere to  currently practice it within a narrow frame-

on how we understand what wastefulness is. 

becoming entrenched in our behavior as individuals and as societies, 
constructive theology is an extremely useful ally. Yet this approach has 

traditions do not sustain environmental readings of the primary texts, 
it is unlikely that they will be as widely adopted as environmentalists 

of the academic challenges of anachronistically embedding environ-
mental ideas into primary sources in order to pursue an ideological 
agenda. Neither approach will speak to everyone, but together they 
expand the accessibility of faith-based environmental wisdom. 

conclusions, primarily because until very recently these verses were 
not read that way.24

, eds. 
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issues so eclipsed the matter of dominion that the little attention it 
receives in this book might appear to be unfair or perhaps altogether 

25

26

it is true that few had expanded this view with detailed glosses on 
what this dominion included, they nevertheless saw the dominion of 
humans over the rest of creation as true mastery, one unmitigated by 

verse. This does not mean that they necessarily condoned human 
devastation of the environment. Had they perceived the notion of 
dominion as limited by environmental responsibility, however, they 

context of this verse. Moreover, some of the more detailed glosses on 

important historical Jewish scholars, whose impact on Jewish theory 
and practice is still felt today. This means that their focus on human 
mastery over the rest of the created world, and the lack of attention 

and poetics, philosophy and exegesis, polemics and law.”  Although 
-

diah Gaon had by far the most detailed account of the ways in which 
humans hold dominion over the natural world. Some choice excerpts 

,” in 
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with cords and reins and yet others with pits and collar 

towers and the like until God teaches {man} everything 

-
ing utensils so that {one} can eat it, taking pearls from the 

29 

The dominion of humans over the rest of creation in Saadiah Gaon’s 

accompanying ethic of stewardship to moderate human mastery.

Spanish Jewry produced, one whose versatility and scope still aston-
ish.”

power and governance on the earth to do as they pleased with live-

to uproot plants, to mine copper from the earth’s mountains and 
the like.”31

 

, 
, -
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commentators included in publications of .32 Avraham 

the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.”33

entering your domain, and you will rule them . . . and subdue them 
with your nets to make them surrender to your work.”34 The gist of 

commentators whose works are well known, they are among the most 
important commentators of all time, whose interpretations cannot be 
dismissed as marginal. Their dominionist understanding of the verse 
has set the predominant discourse for the past millennium. Thus, at 

we may want to dismiss such a reading, we cannot easily do so. 
Yet, a single verse does not make a complete tradition history, 

Here, too, Jewish intellectual history does not align with the favorable 
environmental perspective that contemporary environmentalists argue 

-
35 Although a 

36 these interpretations are rare and 

-
ical tome  (
the Heart

, 
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in this world, by tilling the soil, for instance, by ploughing 

and for his food, by building cities and preparing all kinds 
of food, by using women and their fertility for the sake of 

he acts for the sake of God also, in his heart and intention, 
whether his act is completed or not.

the garden entails no elements of stewardship. The opposite is the 

of the rest of creation, including of women.

exploring and exposing its intellectual history is inherently limited. 
Scripture is quite commonly taken out of context. Hence the interpreta-
tion and reception of Scripture vary over generations and geographical 

such cases weak arguments may be deconstructed through equally 

arguments that can stand the test of time is through a critical analysis 
of the intellectual histories of concepts and ideologies. The interpreta-

large, an unsupported modern environmental construct. Regrettably, 
the intellectual history of the verse does not wholeheartedly support 
its current usage. This is not to say that the environmentally oriented 

historical tradition. 

, trans. Menahem 

Seidenberg, 

entire paradigms. 
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basis, and hence have the potential to be more useful for environ-
, usually translated as 

and destructive behavior.39 This prohibition is understood to originate 

it a long time in order to capture it, you must not destroy 
its trees, wielding the ax against them. You may eat of 
them, but you must not cut them down. Are trees of the 

siege-works against the city that is waging war on you, 
until it has been reduced. 

The sages expanded the biblical verse from a highly contextualized 
circumstance to a general prohibition against wastefulness and wan-
ton destruction. Though unstated in rabbinic literature, it is widely 
assumed that they used an  argument that if restrictions on the 
extent of military engagement exist during wartime, how much more 

sages then took another conceptual leap, expanding the now peace-
time prohibition of cutting down fruit trees to all types of waste and 
wanton destruction through a newly formulated concept, .

Purpose

 is a concept that arises frequently in Jewish legal scholar-

discourse, scholars often use 
within the teachings of environmentalism, even though not everyone 
sees it as a silver-bullet solution to all ecological issues. This perspective 

in contemporary discourse.
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Scholars who build an environmental argument based on  
often present their position with some accompanying texts, instead 

scholars of the Jewish traditional sources, regardless of whether or 
not such claims are historically accurate.

 makes for a sound 
environmental ideology, as held by many environmentalists, why has 

of wastefulness in Jewish communities.  Many Jews are, of course, 

that observant Jews go out of their way to circumvent the prohibi-
tion of 
environmentalists and observant Jews conceive of the prohibition.41

bal 
 has the historical basis to be considered an environmental ethic, 

or whether its environmental interpretation is mainly a contemporary 

of 

How did they interpret biblical passages and rabbinic texts that are 

 allows us to 

for Planning and Policy,” 

41. This is not to claim that the two groups are mutually exclusive.
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gain insight into its historical and cultural development, and greatly 
expands our current understanding of this concept.

did not think in the same environmental terms as we do today. These 
exegetes did not live in a time of rampant overconsumption, global 
anthropogenically induced climate change, and severe environmental 
pollution. There are indications, however, that the theologically ori-
ented conception of life of the exegetes made some aware of issues 
such as sustainability and wastefulness, and made them concerned 

of -
tarian lens through which the prohibition against wastefulness and 
destruction came to be viewed from late antiquity onward, the earliest 
conceptualizations of  are its strongest manifestations as an 

has 
predominantly been used throughout history as an economic concept, 
its ethical and environmental parameters also often factored into its 
conceptualization.

Methodology

that informs current environmental thought. To answer the questions 
mentioned above, it is necessary to analyze critically the vast corpus 
of Jewish scholarship that deals with the prohibition of 

the classic texts and examine whether environmental knowledge can 
be extracted from the material. Since earlier exegetes may have inter-
preted the texts similarly, but without employing the critical vocabulary, 

medieval and later Hebrew possessed more than one such term (e.g., 
, toledet

or rabbinic texts relevant to a discussion about nature, but rather that 

-
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mean waste or destruction (e.g., , heres
of these words in Jewish texts has not proven fruitful. Therefore, this 
book is limited to the analysis of the root 
in the various strata of the traditions. There is a very rich corpus of 
traditional Jewish literature that deals with wastefulness using this 
root. This more limited scope makes sense.  is more than 

of the literature dealing with the prohibition against wastefulness  
concept or ethic will use the root  and not other roots that may 

 by including 
the analysis of other roots is one direction for further research. 

My use of tradition histories as a research methodology is 

Text  by looking at relevant passages 
dealing with wastefulness and destruction in Hebrew Scripture, rabbinic 
literature, halakhic codes, responsa, and commentary traditions. To 

an electronic database. Though this research tries to be as compre-
hensive as possible, the data is too rich for me to cover it all in one 

scope for this book. 

Chapter Breakdown

of , Mishnah, Tosefta, Talmud, and other rabbinic 
compositions, together with commentaries on them whenever relevant. 
These texts form a critical stage in the evolution of the prohibition 
against wastefulness and destruction, as the concept  is 

to passages dealing with cutting down trees and wastefulness in gen-
eral, as well as texts dealing with self-harm. 
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-

 
 in the 

(authored 

the 

chapter by topic, and each topic is ordered chronologically.

emerge with regard to 
earlier conceptualizations of  by Maimonides (

 
( Sefer 

 (

concept of  and draw conclusions from a critical analysis of 

Synopsis

of 

chart the evolution of  throughout its intellectual history, 
uncovering several important phases in its conceptualization. These 
include

-
ferent teachings connect the prohibition against waste-
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 (b

mishnah (m

 c. An anonymous teaching from the Tosefta (anony-
mous, but traditionally attributed to Rabbi Akiva’s 

 
-

standing of 

 a. The anonymous narrator of the Talmud’s (

prohibition against self-harm from  (bBaba 

 b. Ravina’s economic statement regarding the permis-

essentially transforming the prohibition into a utili-
tarian concept (b

hierarchy between the human body and other mate-
rial regarding 
wastefulness with regard to my body takes prece-
dence for me over other forms of wastefulness con-

Shabbat 

 into a general prohibition 
against wastefulness (  , 

-
fulness and the prohibition against self-harm (
Torah,
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42 introducing an element of sub-

under the prohibition.

-
dah

 

 

(

 b. The  claims 
that the prohibition applies only to things from 

 and Sefer 

as the ” 

 d.  adds a moral dimension to the prohi-
bition, stating that the righteous do not waste even 
as little as a mustard seed (

ushered in the environmental era of the conceptualiza-
tion of 
call of God” ( 43

As part of the process of mapping the most important stages in 
the development of , 

of the main sources for the prohibition against self-harm, and has 
never been part of the contemporary Jewish environmental discourse 

43. Samson Raphael Hirsch, . 2nd ed., 
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on wastefulness. Moreover, self-harm has only very rarely been part 
of the historical discourse on 

wastefulness and destruction are harmful to oneself, and in environ-
mental terms, to harm the environment is to harm oneself. The ethic 
is beautiful in its simplicity, and is relevant both historically and cur-

a process of environmental degradation not unlike slow collective 
suicide.”44

point of view,  suicide.”45 Historically, the link between  

 

 (the 

establishing a hierarchy where human interests take precedence over 
those of the rest of creation. 

 exists from the time of 
the canonization of the Talmud at the very end of the sixth century 

prohibitions as separate entities in his code of Jewish law, the 
Torah. Subsequently, only a handful of scholars until this very day 
have discussed the connection between them. Nevertheless, though 

-

-
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-
bitions to be conceptually connected to each other.46

Translating the prohibition against wastefulness from theory into 
practice is, of course, a process fraught with compromise, and it is not 
surprising that the theory behind the prohibition underwent an evolu-
tionary process. After its expansion into a general prohibition against 

 was the 
separation of the prohibition against self-harm from the prohibition 
against wastefulness. This conceptual shift resulted in a utilitarian 
understanding of the prohibition. Rediscovering this link uncovers 
what is one of the earliest conceptualizations of the prohibition of bal 

 prior to it being problematized through real-world situations, as 

considering  as a religio-legal concept that has environmental 

currents exist side by side throughout history, with the utilitarian 
approach strongly dominating the discourse on , a tendency 
that continues today. The second approach, the connection between 
self-harm and wastefulness, has been taken up and developed by sev-

not contradict each other, but with the utilitarian paradigm governing 
the discourse, what is arguably the environmental approach has not 

of an intellectual history of 
layers of conceptualization of  on our understanding of the 
prohibition has not been adequately emphasized. As such, the idea 
that harming the environment is tantamount to harming oneself has 
not yet entered the environmental discourse on , nor is it 
prevalent in the contemporary halakhic discourse. 

This study sheds light on the prohibition against wastefulness 

Jewish communities, though there has certainly been more uptake 

 does indeed 

46. This list is by no means exhaustive.

© 2019 State University of New York Press, Albany




