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Introduction
Judaism developed long before industrial pollution, climate change, plastics, or modern conservation
science, yet Jewish texts repeatedly ask how human beings should use land, animals, water, food, and
material goods. The tradition does not present nature as morally irrelevant, nor does it teach that
every alteration of the environment is forbidden. Human beings cultivate, build, eat, trade, and
protect themselves, but these activities exist within limits. Psalm 24 declares that the earth and its
fullness belong to God, while Genesis describes humanity both as exercising authority within creation
and as placed in the garden “to work it and to guard it.” These images create a tension between use
and stewardship rather than a simple command either to dominate without restraint or to leave
nature untouched. Jewish environmental ethics therefore develops through principles concerning
waste, rest, animal suffering, neighborly harm, justice, and gratitude. Ancient texts cannot supply
technical calculations for carbon emissions or modern biotechnology, so contemporary application
also requires scientific knowledge. Their continuing contribution is ethical: they ask what purposes
justify use, whether destruction is proportionate, who bears environmental costs, and what
obligations extend beyond immediate private benefit.

Bal Tashchit, Shabbat, and the Discipline of Limits
The principle most frequently associated with Jewish environmental ethics is bal tashchit, “do not
destroy,” rooted in Deuteronomy 20:19–20. The biblical case forbids an army from destroying fruit
trees merely for siege material, and later rabbinic discussion extends concern about needless
destruction to food, fuel, clothing, and other useful resources (Schwartz, 1997). The rule is not an
absolute ban on consumption. A dangerous tree may be removed, worn material discarded, or
resources used for legitimate needs; the moral question concerns unnecessary or disproportionate
loss. Shabbat reinforces a related discipline by interrupting ordinary production one day each week.
Its primary meanings are theological and social rather than environmental, but the weekly cessation
of work challenges the assumption that production and acquisition should continue without limit. Rest
includes servants and working animals, showing that economic activity has boundaries. Together, bal
tashchit and Shabbat make restraint a positive practice rather than a sign of failure. They ask whether
convenience alone justifies waste and whether human flourishing can include periods in which neither
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labor nor consumption defines a person’s worth.

Shmita, Animals, and the Moral Claims of Living
Systems
Leviticus 25 describes the sabbatical year, or shmita, in which agricultural land in Israel receives rest
and ordinary patterns of exclusive harvesting are interrupted. Deuteronomy connects the seventh-
year cycle with release of certain debts, bringing ecological rest and social obligation into the same
moral horizon. Rabbinic law contains complex rules governing when and how these commandments
apply, so shmita should not be reduced to a modern instruction that every field everywhere must lie
unused once every seven years. Its broader significance is the refusal to treat land and economic
relationships as objects of unlimited extraction. Jewish law also regulates human treatment of
animals. Working animals rest on Shabbat, an ox may not be muzzled while threshing, and rabbinic
tradition develops the principle of tza’ar ba’alei chayim, prevention of animal suffering. The tradition
permits animal use for food and labor, but unnecessary cruelty remains morally significant. Modern
industrial agriculture therefore raises questions that ancient communities could not encounter
directly, including confinement, long transport, mechanized slaughter, selective breeding, and
environmental concentration. Old principles guide inquiry without predetermining one universal
modern answer.

Neighborly Harm, Water, and Environmental
Justice
Rabbinic civil law addresses smoke, odor, noise, waste, water channels, hazardous structures, and
activities that damage neighboring property. These cases concern local disputes rather than global
ecology, yet they establish a durable ethical point: property ownership does not include an unlimited
right to impose costs on other people. Modern pollution follows the same structural problem when a
factory, farm, roadway, or waste facility produces private benefit while residents downwind or
downstream carry the health burden. Environmental justice adds attention to unequal exposure
because poorer communities often have less political power to resist pollution, extreme heat, unsafe
water, or hazardous land uses. A Jewish framework centered on protection from harm and concern for
vulnerable people therefore asks who benefits, who bears the burden, and whether alternatives exist.
Water also receives repeated religious attention through biblical wells, prayers for rain, ritual practice,
and agricultural law, reminding communities that access to water precedes consumption.
Environmental responsibility is incomplete if it protects landscapes while ignoring people whose
health, livelihoods, or housing make them especially dependent on fair distribution of environmental
benefits and risks.
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Boundaries, Biotechnology, Blessing, and
Contemporary Practice
Some biblical rules require especially careful application. Leviticus 19:19 contains prohibitions
involving mixed breeding, planting, and materials, later discussed under laws of kilayim. These texts
should not be described as a simple ancient ban on genetics, crop science, or every attempt to alter
species. Modern biotechnology raises questions about health, food security, animal suffering,
ecological escape, ownership, and unintended consequences that require several legal and ethical
principles rather than one isolated verse (Tirosh-Samuelson, 2002). Jewish blessings offer a different
form of environmental formation by pausing before food or natural phenomena to recognize
dependence and gratitude. Such practices can make hidden supply chains more visible morally even
when they do not reveal every environmental cost. Contemporary applications may include reducing
food waste, improving energy efficiency, protecting water, considering animal welfare, and measuring
environmental consequences in communal buildings and purchasing. Religious language cannot
replace scientific measurement, and symbolic gestures are inadequate when budgets and contracts
contradict public commitments. The tradition is most demanding when it connects stated values with
accountable everyday practice.

Conclusion
Judaism’s approach to nature combines permission to use the world with duties of restraint,
protection, justice, and gratitude. Genesis places cultivation beside guarding; bal tashchit challenges
needless destruction; Shabbat interrupts endless production; shmita links the land’s rest with
economic relationships; animal laws limit cruelty; and civil law recognizes that private activity can
wrong neighbors. These teachings do not form a complete modern environmental policy, and treating
them as if they anticipated climate modeling, industrial agriculture, or genetic engineering would
distort their historical meaning. Their ethical force lies in the questions they sustain across changing
circumstances: Is the use necessary? Is the loss proportionate? Who receives the benefit? Who carries
the harm? What obligations remain to other creatures, vulnerable communities, and future
generations? Contemporary Jewish environmental reasoning therefore requires conversation between
inherited texts and empirical science. The resulting approach is neither preservation at any cost nor
unrestricted consumption. It is a disciplined account of human agency in a world that may be used
but is not morally ownerless.
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