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Humanity, Nature, and their Symbiosis: The Environmental Crisis in Biblical Thought
Yaelleibowitz@gmail.com

1) “God planned and fashioned all of the natural world ‘explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the
physical creation had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes”
Lynn White Jr. The Historic Roots of Our Ecological Crisis
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3) “[T]he desacralization of Nature that followed the rise of monotheism in ancient Israel is arguably one of the
roots of our contemporary environmental crisis.”
Jeremy Benstein, Nature vs Torah

4) “In 1661, this [verse] read like a blessing on the wealth of Abraham in children and livestock, in 1971 it reads
like a license and incentive for mechanization and pollution.”
Arnold Toynbee, International Journal of Environmental Studies

5) “I am known to be at odds with nature. So | am. My dislike of nature goes deep: nonhuman nature, mountain
ranges, wildernesses, tundra, even beautiful but unsettled landscapes strike me as opponents, which, as the
Bible commands (Gen 1:28-30), | am to fill and conquer...One explanation of my attitude is historical/ My
paternal family lived in Frankfurt-on-the-Main, where | was born, since before 1500. We have been urban for
well over half a millennium.

Here | want to analyze whether this is only an idiosyncratic or mainly historical attitude, or whether more
important, even philosophical, factors are significantly involved.....Who was the last famous Jewish mountain
climber? Indeed, most Jews in remembered history are unnatural persons.”

Steven Schwarzchild, The Unnatural Jew

6) If Schwarzchild wants examples of famous postbiblical Jews who were in touch with nature, there are
thousands of them from all walks of Judaism. They range from Rabbi Akiva, the great, first-century codifier of
Jewish law, who was a shepherd until middle age, to General Avraham Yoffe, tank commander, hero of the Sinai
campaigns, and brilliant conservationalist, who in the 1967 war used his reserve units to post thousands of
hectares of Sinai nature reserves even before the firing had stopped.

If, as Schwarzchild maintains, there is such a gulf between Judaism and nature, it is strange that there is not
even a word for nature in biblical and early rabbinic Hebrew. If Judaism had perceived nature as an adversary
and a thing apart, surely the ancient Hebrews, masters of words, would have given it a name.

D Eherenfeld and J Ehrenfeld, Some Thoughts on Nature and Judaism

7) “Did the world of book and Torah study create a virtual reality so powerful that it ultimately came to supplant
an organic connection between Jews and the earth?”
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Alon Tal, What’s Jewish about Jewish Environmentalism?
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9) Two and a half millennia of Western theology have made it easy to forget that throughout the ancient Near
Eastern world, including Israel, the point of creation is not the production of matter out of nothing, but rather
the emergence of a stable community in a benevolent and life-sustaining order

Jon D Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Omnipotence
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27) [O]bservance and non-observance of the commandments have geographic, territorial and cosmic
consequences points to the truth that ecology is indissoluble from morality, land and law being mutually
dependent, and that a people is ultimately responsible for the maintenance of its “place”.

W.D Davies, The Territorial Dimension of Judaism
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36) The doctrine of creation facilitates an interest in the natural world that God brought into existence. In fact,
the more one observes the natural world, the more one comes to revere the creator, because the natural world
manifests the presence of order and wise design in a world in which nothing is superfluous.
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Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, Nature in the Sources of Judaism
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