
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, z”l, was serving on the committee to admit prospective 
rabbinical students into JTS. Rabbi Heschel was a theologian, a great teacher and 
scholar, most of his writings are way over the head of so many – myself included 
sometimes. When a prospective rabbinical student has an interview for rabbinical 
school, he or she sits down at a conference table surrounded by rabbis, educators, and 
professors, all asking questions about faith and belief, observance, and theology. 
When Rabbi Heschel would sit on these committees, he would ask the prospective 
student one simple question: “Did you see the Trees putting on tefillin this morning?” 
Huh?!?! What does that even mean? Is that a trick question? How could trees wear 
tefillin - phylacteries - those little black boxes and leather straps worn between your 
eyes and on your arm during weekday morning services?! If you say yes are they not 
going to accepting you because they think something is off  - that you actually saw 
tefillin wrapped around the branches of the trees? If you say no – are they not going to 
accept you because you aren’t “rabbinic” enough or spiritual enough to see that? I was 
lucky enough to not deal with such a question. I believe though that I’ve figured out 
the root of Heschel’s question: Tefillin is meant to be a siman, a sign, a reminder of 
God’s presence in our lives. We wear it to remind us of God’s presence and strive to 
walk in God’s way as a result. Thus, when Heschel asked the question of “Did you see 
the Trees putting on Tefillin” he was asking “Did you see God in the Trees? Did the 
trees remind you of God’s presence? Just as you, just as we, are made b’tzelem Elohim, 
in God’s Image, did you also see the trees, nature, and our entire ecological system as 
God’s creation, as being in the Image of God?” 

Do we see the world around as God’s creations just as we are? When Rabbi Hillel taught 
that the whole Torah is “V’ahavta L’reicha kamocha”, Love Thy Neighbor as Thyself,  
love each other equally, it became the Golden Rule, but what about love the world that 
we live in? What about love nature, and loving the environment – and caring for it – just 
as we do to each other? Are we to love all of God’s creations? Just humans, or animals 
and plants, insects and oceans?

It’s natural for humans to be our main focus. For when we learn of the creation story, 
we ultimately focus on the creation of humanity, Adam and Eve, creating humans to 
“rule” over the rest of God’s creations, as if God was saving the best for last, but right 
away, we learn of humanity’s mistakes. We cannot follow God’s directions and we are 
banished from the utopia of the Garden of Eden.

 The first command given to humans is one that we are all familiar with: pru urvu, be 
fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:22), as if humanity’s only role is to populate the earth. 
How quickly we forget the second expectation that God gave to us. Genesis 2:15 reads: 

וַיִּקַּח ה' אֱלֹהִים אֶת־הָֽאָדָם וַיַּנִּחֵהוּ בְגַן־עֵדֶן לְעָבְדָהּ וּלְשָׁמְרָֽהּ

And God took Man, took humanity, and placed them in the Garden of Eden…Why? To 
cultivate it, and to protect it. 
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Well we are told that we can eat of the fruits of the land, we easily forget about our 
responsibility to take care of the land, to guard it. 

The Midrash expands on this idea further: God to Adam and Chava, the first human 
beings, around the world, and said: ‘Look at how beautiful this world is, my works! My 
creations! I created them for your sake – see to it that you do not destroy my world, for 
if you do, there will be no one else to repair it.

It seems like we have been playing catch up for a while – we aren’t protecting the 
world, we are repairing the world -- by doing Tikkun Olam we are trying to fix our 
mistakes and right our wrongs, but we cannot forget that we must continue to cultivate 
the land and protect the land, because if we do not, no one else will. 

We walk a fine line between taking advantage of the land, as God encourages us to do 
in this week’s parasha, specifically referring to the land of Israel and the shivat minim, 
the seven species. But we must also, protect the land, guard the land, and appreciate 
the land. In Deut. 8:10 we are taught:

וְאָֽכַלְתָּ וְשָׂבָעְתָּ וּבֵֽרַכְתָּ אֶת־ה' אֱלֹהֶיךָ עַל־הָאָרֶץ הַטֹּבָה אֲשֶׁר נָֽתַן־לָֽךְ

You should eat, and be satisfied, and you should bless and give thanks to Adonai your 
God for the good land that God has given you. 

This seems to suggest that as long as we offer thanks to God, and bless God, then we 
can take advantage of the land, literally “reap” the land of all it has to offer. We reap 
indeed. We consume indeed! We waste, indeed! It seems to be the “American Way.”

 North America only has eight percent of the world’s population but consumes 
one-third of the world’s resources and produces one half of the world’s garbage! 
We waste way too much! And we are all to blame. This may regrettably be the 
“American Way,” but it is certainly not the “Jewish Way.” 

We learn in a few weeks, parashat Shoftim, that when we enter a land, a city, and settle 
in it: lo tashkhit et-etzah, You shall not destroy its trees, and thus we learn that we 
shall not destroy this land, and from this we are taught  the important mitzvah of Bal 
Tashkhit, not to be wasteful. Maimonides adds that this is more than just a 
commandment to not destroy trees. We are commanded, to not smash household 
goods, tears clothes, demolish buildings, stop up a spring, destroy and waste food, or 
do anything with a destructive intent. Lest, we think that this is our world, it is not, 
this is God’s world.

…And we are destroying God’s world. Not just by being wasteful  - Whether we are 
talking about the depletion of natural resources, the way our atmosphere is being 
damaged by harmful chemicals, or the consequences of unmindful environmental 
behavior, our world – GOD’S World – is in crisis. It is up to us to do something.
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We are one of just a few select Houses of Worship in this country that is a part of the 
GreenFaith Program. As a GreenFaith member congregation we are committed, over a 
two-year period, to showing that as a faith-based organization, we don’t just honor 
God through ritual, but we honor God by protecting the world that God gave us. Our 
consumption habits can help heal and restore the earth.  From energy and 
transportation, to food, water, and other areas, we use a lot of resources - and 
therefore have many opportunities to lessen their impact on the environment. We do 
this by more and more, using Compact Fluorescent Bulbs, limiting air conditioning and 
heating, limiting waste, limiting paper usage, expanding what we recycle here, and 
being an advocate – as an institution – for environmental concerns.

As a GreenFaith congregation, we can do our part, and we are slowly, but surely 
dedicated to doing so, but we – as an institution – can only do so much. We all need to 
lessen our carbon footprint. We all need to unplug. The world is in our hands. We can 
continue to destroy it, or we can save it, we can repair it. We can recycle. We can 
replant.

There is a common story of our tradition found in the Talmud (Taanit 23a) that many 
of you may have heard:

Honi was journeying on the road one day and saw a man planting a Carob Tree. He 
asked him “how long does it take for this tree to bear fruit?” “Seventy years” the man 
replied.  Shocked, Honi asked: “How do you know that you’ll live another seventy years 
so that you can enjoy the fruit?” “I don’t, and I probably won’t,” said the man. “I have 
eaten the fruit of these trees around me, trees that were already grown, and just as my 
ancestors planted these trees for me, so too I plant these for my children.”

We may not see the day-to-day harm we cause to the environment. And the truth is, 
that earth will still be around long after we are here. But do we want to be the ones to 
destroy this planet? Do we want to be the ones who ruin this planet for our children? 
Or are we the ones to save the planet, to stem the tide, and to plant trees for future 
generations?

We say blessings upon hearing thunder, upon seeing a rainbow, upon seeing the 
ocean, upon seeing trees bloom, and seeing beautiful wonders of creation. We do so 
because we see God in the wonders, we see God in nature. We enter a room and stop 
to kiss the mezuzah, acknowledging God’s presence, but we do not stop to kiss the 
trees. We do not even stop to protect the trees. If we see God in these trees, as Rabbi 
Heschel said, if we see God in the world, then we must protect this world, just as our 
ancestors did for us, so too we must do for our children. 

Shabbat Shalom. 
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