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The Eco-Torah

Commentary by Rabbi Yonatan Neril and others
Edited by Rabbi Leo Dee

Jewish Wisdom Meets Ecology: The Eco-Torah reveals how the 3,500-year-old Jewish tra-
dition offers profound teachings on ecological sustainability. It explores how the Torah
and rabbinic commentaries relate to a range of contemporary ecological challenges, such
as preserving biodiversity and ensuring clean air, land and water. With commentaries on
hundreds of verses, this Torah publication explores a wide range of Jewish ecological top-
ics, including food, energy, consumerism, Shabbat and compassion to animals. This book
draws on the wisdom of many generations of Jewish sages, contemporary rabbis, and sci-
entific sources.

The Eco-Torah commentary is the first of its kind and brings the abundant environmental
and sustainability insights of our tradition to the English-speaking world, for whom such
a commentary does not yet exist. This book will deepen Jewish learning, inspire positive
changes in ecological awareness and demonstrate the timeless wisdom of our ancient tra-
dition. At this critical, turning point in human history, when the fate of humanity and all

species hangs in the balance, the time has come for such a commentary to emerge in print.

The Eco-Torah will incoporate a number of Jewish ecological infographics, which will
make a significant addition to the book by conveying, visually, some key Jewish ecological
concepts.

Two publishers have expressed interest in publishing such a book, however the costs of
typesetting in two languages will be borne by JES. Based on a range of distribution chan-
nels, we envision the book selling 2,500 copies in the first two years, and 500 copies in
each subsequent year. Additional funding would enable us to place copies in synagogues
and with rabbis around the world.

To manifest this book, we seek to raise $75,000. Single line dedications are
$1,800; exclusive dedication pages are $10,000. Naming rights for the whole
publication (The “Donor’s” Ecological Torah Commentary) are available for
$50,000. Donations are tax-deductible in the U.S. and Israel, and other coun-
tries.

The English translation is adapted from the JPS Tagged Tanach.
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22 Then Moses caused Israel to set out from the Sea of Reeds. They went on into the wilderness of
Shur; they traveled three days in the wilderness and found no water. 23 They came to Marah, but
they could not drink the water of Marah because it was bitter; that is why it was named Marah.
24 And the people grumbled against Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?” 25 So he cried out
to God, and God showed him a piece of wood; he threw it into the water and the water became
sweet. There He made for them a fixed rule, and there He put them to the test.

Exod. 15: 22-24 - “They traveled three days in the
wilderness and found no water”

Water in the Desert !

Even before the Israelites entered the land of Isra-
el, water was central to their collective experience.
In the desert, uncertainty about water resources
inspired numerous complaints and lessons for the
wandering Jews. The Talmud teaches that in the
merit of Miriam’s song, a well appeared in the des-
ert which accompanied the Jews wherever they
went. God gave us this essential resource, with-
out which we could not live for more than a few
days, in the water-scarce desert. But the long-term
security of the resource was never certain. The
Biblical experiences with water in the desert can
be understood as a spiritual training to cultivate
appreciation for God’s goodness. Through the pro-
cess of taking water for granted, losing it and then
receiving it directly from God, the desert wander-
ers certainly appreciated water and the One Who
provided it. Thus, at the end of the Jews’; desert
experience, they sang an exultant song about their

1 Selected essays from Uplifting People and Planet: 18 Essen-
tial Jewish Environmental Teachings, ed. Rabbi Yonatan Neril and
Evonne Marzouk, Canfei Nesharim: Washington, D.C., 2011

appreciation of water to God.

Upon entering Israel, the experience of water scar-
city continued for our ancestors, living in an agrar-
ian society whose bounty or famine was regulated
by rain. The Talmud teaches that God directly wa-
ters the land of Israel and the rest of the world is
watered by a messenger.? Yet Israel is a semi-arid
country with no major rivers. It receives modest
rainfall, averaging less than 100 millimeters per
year in the extreme south to 1,128 millimeters in
the north.* (By comparison, New York City averages
between 710 and 1140 millimeters of precipitation
per year.*) Whyj is it that the one land in the world
that God waters directly is a land that receives far
less water than many other lands? Since water is a
sign of blessing, would not the Pacific Northwest or
the rainforests of Brazil or Indonesia be more ap-
propriate candidates for the Promised Land?

2 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta’anit 10a, citing Job 5:10. Thus
when rain is withheld in Israel, it is because of Divine intervention
in response to Israel's actions, as the second paragraph of Shema
makes clear.

3 "Climate: Israel". U.S. Library of Congress, online at http://country-
studies.us/israel/36.htm

4 Normals & Extremes, Central Park, New York, 1869 to Present,
National Weather Service Forecast Office, 01 April 2006.



Exodus 15 22-25

This water insecurity is by Divine design, 5 to help
us realize that God is the ultimate Provider of water
and all our needs. The Land of Israel contrasts with
the land on both sides of the Nile, Euphrates, and
Tigris rivers. In those river valleys, farmers are able
to irrigate their crops year-round from a reliable
water source. Yet until the 20* century, most agri-
culture in Israel was rain-fed and not irrigated. The
seven species that the Torah associates with the
Land of Israel (grapes, olives, dates, pomegranates,
figs, wheat, and barley) are all species that do not
require irrigation in order to survive.® The farmers
who planted, tended, and harvested these particu-
lar crops depended on the winter rains in order to
eat and live. In their acute need for rain each year,
they depended on God who provided it, a spiritu-
al reality that was not present in the more water
abundant river valleys of nearby civilizations.
Today, Israel is working hard to address a water cri-
sis spurred by a long-term, climate change induced
drought. Over 85% of Israeli water is recycled,
compared to 3% in the US. Drip irrigation saves
over 50% of water in agriculture. (Desalination of
Mediterranean seawater is becoming an increas-
ing source of freshwater, yet requires a significant
amount of energy to produce the water, which is
currently supplied by burning fossil fuels.)

The world increasingly faces a water crisis, experi-
enced most by those in Africa, South Asia, and Chi-
na. A lack of sufficient drinking water is recognized
to be a leading cause of death in the world. Some
884 million people in the world do not have access

5 For example, Rabbi Alex Israel teaches regarding rain in the Land
of Israel: “The dependency of the mountain-land makes it a difficult
place to live. Throughout the book of Genesis we read of periodic
famine in Canaan. Israel is destined to live a life of dependency on
God. This is Israel's legacy, its historic challenge. The land of Isra-
el is naturally insecure and that is precisely the reason that it was
destined for Israel” Commentary to Parshat Eikev, 5766, originally
posted on website of Midreshet Lindenbaum, Jerusaslem.

6 Jewish National Fund, written site information at Ein Sataf, Israel.
The wheat and barley were planted during the winter rains. Fig and
date trees survive near water sources, while olives trees, grapevines,
and pomegranate trees are able to subsist on the water they receive
in the world during the six months from April to October when it
usually does not rain in Israel.

to safe drinking-water sources.” The United Nations
Environment Program notes that two-thirds of the
world's population is likely to face water stress by
2025, a result of “climate change, uncontrolled ur-
banization, unplanned water withdrawal and inap-
propriate water policies.”®

It increasingly appears that Israel offers techno-
logical solutions to many of the world’s water chal-
lenges - and all because God told the Jewish people
to come to a country with an unpredictable water
supply some 3,500 years ago.

Exod. 15:25 - he threw it into the water and the
water became sweet.

When the Wood Meets The Water °

The Midrash (Jewish oral tradition) offers several
opinions as to the nature of the wood utilized by
Moses to sweeten the water. R’ Yehoshua (a charcoal
maker by trade) posited that it was willow. R’ Natan
said it was a type of bitter ivy. R’ Elazar Hamoda'i
surmised that it was an olive tree. R’ Yehoshua ben
Korcha hypothesized that it was a thistle bush. To
all opinions, the consensus seems to be that the
wood was bitter.*°

As the worldwide demand for raw materials in-
creases at breakneck speeds, aggressive logging
and development at an unprecedented rate have
taken their toll on our forests, wreaking havoc both
on wildlife habitat and threatening the vast water-
shed and subterranean aquifers which depend on

7 The 2010 Report of the World Health Organization/UNICEF Joint
Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation, avail-
able online at http://wwwwssinfo.org/download php?id_docu-
ment=1289

8 “Note of the Executive Director, 2003, available online at www:.
unep.org/GC/GC22/Document/K0263442.doc

9 By Rabbi Shmuel Simenowitz, from Selected essays from Eitz
Chaim Hee: Weekly Environmental Commentaries on the Torah
Portion, ed. Rabbi Yonatan Neril, Canfei Nesharim: Washington, D.C,,
2008. http://canfeinesharim.org/parshat-beshalach-water-conser-
vation-when-the-wood-meets-the-water/

10 Tanchuma Shemot 24. Also see Rashi, Ramban and Ibn Ezra on
Exodus 15:25
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26 He said, “If you will heed Hashem your God diligently, doing what is upright in His sight, giv-
ing ear to His commandments and keeping all His laws, then I will not bring upon you any of the
diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians, for I God am your healer.”

27 And they came to Elim, where there were twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees; and

they encamped there beside the water.

the dense forest cover. Numerous species of herbs
and plant life are disappearing at an alarming rate
from pristine rainforests, which are being clear-
cut both for the valuable old growth timber and to
make room for increased cattle grazing.

“Ma’asei avot siman labanim” - the actions of our
ancestors come to instruct us. So what lessons can
we take away from this story to illuminate our own
paths?

“The Holy One’s way is to sweeten the bitter with
bitter”! Even though the modern environmental
situation has reached a point where the waters
seem too bitter to drink, B’shalach reminds us of
the dictum of Rebbe Nachman of Breslov: “If you
believe that you can destroy, then believe that you
can build.*?”

The power that major industries and corporations
have used to cause environmental destruction can
be harnessed to promote a cleaner, healthier fu-
ture. For example, the Clorox corporation saw their
acquisition of the well-known eco-minded Burt’s
Bees line of beauty products as a catalyst to begin
an overall “greening” of the household chemical
giant.’®* The energy and tools needed for change
are within our reach. We just need the will to uti-
lize them, and deep understanding of that which
Hashem has taught us - “God showed him a piece

11 Ramban on Exod. 15:25
12 Rabbi Nachman of Breslav, Lekutei Mahoran 112

13 Story, Louise. “Can Burt’s Bees Turn Clorox Green?” The New
York Times, January 6, 2008

of wood.”

A distraught father whose son was beginning to
stray from the path of his forefathers once brought
his son to the Alter Rebbe, Shneur Zalman of Liadi.
R’ Shneur Zalman asked the boy what he enjoyed
doing. The boy responded that he liked riding hors-
es.

“And what qualities do you look for in a horse?” R’
Shneur Zalman asked him.

“Speed,” the boy replied.

“And what if you are on a fast horse which takes a
wrong turn in the road?” the sage continued.

“You can get very lost in a hurry,” was the boy’s re-
sponse.

“And what if you turn the horse around?” the elder-
ly sage pressed on.

“You can get back just as fast”

A slight smile crept across R’ Shneur Zalman’s face
as the boy nodded his head, indicating that he un-
derstood the Alter Rebbe’s message®“.

If we take the lesson of the bitter waters of Mar-
ah to heart we can turn around our horses cur-
rently galloping out of control towards oblivion.
With the will to “return” on a path of responsible
and sustainable stewardship, using the Etz Chay-
im, the Torah, as our template, perhaps we too
can come back just as fast, and be carried by the
sweet waters of our ancestors to a cleaner future.

14 See Tzvi Freeman. Horse Kid Returns. Accessed 5.8.19. https://
www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1959506/jewish/The-
Horse-Kid-Returns.htm
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Chapter 16

1 Setting out from Elim, the whole Israelite community came to the wilderness of Sin, which is
between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after their departure from the
land of Egypt. 2 In the wilderness, the whole Israelite community grumbled against Moses and
Aaron. 3 The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of God in the land of Egypt,
when we sat by the fleshpots, when we ate our fill of bread! For you have brought us out into this
wilderness to starve this whole congregation to death.”

4 And God said to Moses, “I will rain down bread for you from the sky, and the people shall go out
and gather each day that day’s portion—that I may thus test them, to see whether they will fol-
low My instructions or not. 5 But on the sixth day, when they apportion what they have brought
in, it shall prove to be double the amount they gather each day.”

Exod. 15:27 energy has great potential as a clean, cheap, renew-

Seventy palm trees... - The Hebrew word for date
palm, “tamar”, has the same gematria, or kabbalis-
tic numbering, as shemesh, sun-- 640'5. The tops of
some date trees actually look like a green sun. The
date has one of the highest glycemic indexes of any
fruit, which means it is highly effective at convert-
ing abundant desert sunlight to energy, and pro-
ducing sugary fruits. Modern solar panels mimic
photosynthesis, by creating energy from sunlight.

A recent research paper on the solar power ex-
plains how photosynthesis may contain the secret
of future generations of sustainable power, “Solar

15 Rabbi Aryeh Trugman (contemporary, Israel) on his commen-
tary to Beshalach

able and sustainable energy source, but it must
be captured and transformed into useful forms of
energy similar to plants. An especially attractive
approach is to store solar energy in the form of
chemical bonds as performed in natural photosyn-
thesis. Therefore, there has been a challenge in the
last few decades to construct ... artificial photosyn-
thetic systems, which are able to efficiently capture
and convert solar energy and store it in the form of
chemical bonds” ¢

16 Mohamed E.El-Khouly et al. Solar energy conversion: From natu-
ral to artificial photosynthesis. Journal of Photochemistry and Pho-
tobiology C: Photochemistry Reviews. Volume 31, June 2017, Pages
36-83
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6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “By evening you shall know it was God who
brought you out from the land of Egypt; 7 and in the morning you shall behold the Presence of
God, because He has heard your grumblings against God. For who are we that you should grum-
ble against us? s Since it is God,” Moses continued, “who will give you flesh to eat in the evening
and bread in the morning to the full, because God has heard the grumblings you utter against
Him, what is our part? Your grumbling is not against us, but against God!”

9 Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole Israelite community: Advance toward God, for He
has heard your grumbling.” 10 And as Aaron spoke to the whole Israelite community, they turned
toward the wilderness, and there, in a cloud, appeared the Presence of God.

11 God spoke to Moses: 12 “I have heard the grumbling of the Israelites. Speak to them and say:
By evening you shall eat flesh, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; and you shall
know that I Hashem am your God.”

Exod. 16:11-12 because of consumer desires and mass production?

you shall eat flesh... - In our times, the ability to act
on one’s desire for meat has grown exponentially
due to factory farming. The act of shechita, kosher
animal slaughter, is a commandment and therefore
has a blessing that precedes it. Yet the vast majori-
ty of Jews will never say this blessing or fulfill this
commandment themselves. Instead, throughout
their lives they rely on others who do so on their
behalf. Each ritual slaughterer slaughters on behalf
of thousands of people, which makes fulfilling the
commandment of shechita with proper intent all
the more difficult. Were the commandments in-
tended to be heaped on the shoulders of one person

Many rabbis in our times and through the ages
have questioned and critiqued meat eating. They
include Rabbi Yosef Albo, Rabbi Yitzhak Arima (the
Akeidat Yitzhak) and Rav Kook. Rav Shlomo Efraim
Lunchitz (the Kli Yakar), wrote “It is far more appro-
priate for people not to eat meat.?”” In our times,
hundreds of rabbis have taken on a vegan or veg-
etarian lifestyle.’® The laws permit causing pain
to animals for human needs, like striking an ox to

17 Kli Yakar, quoted in The Commandments and Their Rationale,
Abraham Chill, p. 400

18 https:/[wwwjewishveg.org/veg-rabbis
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13 In the evening quail appeared and covered the camp; in the morning there was a fall of dew
about the camp. 14 When the fall of dew lifted, there, over the surface of the wilderness, lay a fine
and flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the Israelites saw it, they said to one
another, “What is it?”—for they did not know what it was. And Moses said to them, “That is the
bread which God has given you to eat. 16 This is what God has commanded: Gather as much of it
as each of you requires to eat, an omer to a person for as many of you as there are; each of you
shall fetch for those in his tent.” 17 The Israelites did so, some gathering much, some little. 18 But
when they measured it by the omer, he who had gathered much had no excess, and he who had
gathered little had no deficiency: they had gathered as much as they needed to eat.

plow a field or a horse to move a wagon. Butthe suf-  they needed of the manna, with the measure of

fering of factory-farmed animals is radically differ-
ent to the context in which these laws were made.
In fact a number of Rabbis have suggested that even
“kosher milk” could be technically unkosher, if 2%
or more of the dairy cows in a herd have suffered
life threatening wounds, from their cramped condi-
tions, that would render them “treif”°.

Exod. 16:18
as much as they needed... - the Emek HaDevar
explains that each person received exactly what

19 See Contemporary halakhic problems; by J. David Bleich, 1977-
2005.Chapter VI. And Kovez Bet Aharon ve-Yisrael. No. 107, vol. 18,
no. 5 (Sivan-Tammuz 5763). And Ha-Be'er. No. 23, vol. 5, no. 1 (Tishri
5764).

an “omer” being the average portion size?® and any
excess “became infested with maggots and stank”.
Wasting God-given food is wrong. We can learn
from this the importance of serving suitable por-
tion sizes at mealtimes. The average American
wastes a pound of food per person per day. The
volume of discarded food is equivalent to the
yearly use of 30 million acres of land, 780 million
pounds of pesticides and 4.2 trillion gallons of irri-
gated water?.

20 HaEmek Devar Exodus 16:14

21 “Americans waste 150,000 tons of food each day - equal to a
pound per person”. The Guardian. 18.4.18.
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19 And Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it over until morning.” 20 But they paid no
attention to Moses; some of them left of it until morning, and it became infested with maggots
and stank. And Moses was angry with them.

21 So they gathered it every morning, each as much as he needed to eat; for when the sun grew
hot, it would melt. 22 On the sixth day they gathered double the amount of food, two omers for
each; and when all the chieftains of the community came and told Moses, 23 he said to them,
“This is what God meant: Tomorrow is a day of rest, a holy sabbath of God. Bake what you would
bake and boil what you would boil; and all that is left put aside to be kept until morning.” 24 So
they put it aside until morning, as Moses had ordered; and it did not turn foul, and there were
no maggots in it.

Exod. 16:19

Let no one leave any of it over... - The Rabbis have
a deep teaching about manna and dependence
on God. The students of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai
asked him, “Why did the manna not descend to the
Israelites once in a year?”. He said to them, “I will
tell you a parable. What is this like? It is like a king
who has one son. When he gave him his allowance
once a year, his son would only come home once
a year. So he gave him his allowance daily and his
son had to greet him every day. So it is with Israel:
a person with four or five children would worry and
say, “perhaps the manna will not descend tomor-
row, and everyone will die of hunger”. And so ev-
eryone would direct their hearts to their Father in
Heaven??. The midrash is describing the phenom-
enon of food insecurity that has plagued mankind
from creation.

22 Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 76a

However, whilst food insecurity can be a means
to create a greater dependence on God, today food
insecurity in the West, is also understood to be a
major cause of overeating. The lack of certainty of
food availability leads people (especially youth) to
eat more than they need, when it is available, lead-
ing to obesity and poor health?.

In discussing Manna, the Torah stresses the im-
portance of each family only gathering as much
as they needed, which would have both protected
them from the risks of overeating, whilst also en-
suring a daily moment of gratitude to God.

23 Rachel Widome, PhD, MHS. Eating When There is Not Enough to
Eat: Eating Behaviors and Perceptions of Food Among Food-Inse-
cure Youths. Am J Public Health. 2009 May; 99(5): 822-828.
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25 Then Moses said, “Eat it today, for today is a sabbath of God; you will not find it today on the
plain. 26 Six days you shall gather it; on the seventh day, the sabbath, there will be none.”
27 Yet some of the people went out on the seventh day to gather, but they found nothing. 28 And
God said to Moses, “How long will you men refuse to obey My commandments and My teach-
ings? 29 Mark that God has given you the sabbath; therefore He gives you two days’ food on the

sixth day. Let everyone remain where he is: let no one leave his place on the seventh day.” 30 So
the people remained inactive on the seventh day. 31 The house of Israel named it manna; it was

like coriander seed, white, and it tasted like wafers in honey.

Exod. 16:21

when the sun grew hot, it would melt - One of the
greatest causes of food waste is a failure in logistics,
transporting the food from where it has been grown
to where it is needed. At least 5% of food in India,
for example, spoils on its way to the customer, and
far more if there is a significant delay (traffic or a
train stoppage)? not to mention the 10 million tons
of grain that is spoiled in storage in India each year
(enough to feed 140 million people for one month)?.
Interestingly, food variety is one of the main caus-
es of spoiling in the supply chain - as less variety
leads to simpler stock management. Perhaps this is
also an environmental learning from Manna - peo-
ple who are satisfied with a single foodstuff do not
need so much food transported from elsewhere. In
contemporary society, demand for imported foods
of great variety drives the transport of such foods
over thousands of miles in energy intensive refrig-

24 Paul Artiuch et al. Feb 2012. Sustainable Approaches to Reduc-
ing Food Waste in India. MIT. http://web.mit.edu/colab/pdf/papers/
Reducing_Food_Waste_India.pdf

25 Ibid

erated containers. These foods have a high carbon
footprint and higher rates of spoilage.

Exod. 16:31

the house of Israel named it manna - The meaning
of “manna” is “preparation” since the people origi-
nally believed it needed to be baked, although that
turned out not to be the case?. Raw fruits and veg-
etables contain enzymes that reduce heart disease
and provide multiple health benefits. How much do
we consider the impact of processing on our food’s
nutritional content? Manna, the quintessential
God-given food, was raw, fresh and vital and came in
moderate portions. This should teach us to seek out
similar types of foods. Meanwhile, over 30 years, US
dessert sizes increased by 70%, their calorie content
by 79%?” and adult obesity rates by 200%?2.

26 Rashi on Exod. 16:15

27 McCrory et al. Fast-Food Offerings in the United States 1986-
2016. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. Dec 2018

28 US Obesity Levels. August 2018. https://obesity.procon.org/view.
resource.php?resourcelD=006026






