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Notes for Jewish Faith Leaders 
Rabbi Andrea Cohen-Kiener 

Director, Connecticut Interfaith Power & Light 
West Hartford, CT 

and 
Joelle Novey 

Director, Greater Washington Interfaith Power & Light 
Washington, DC 

Parshat Tetzaveh (Shmot/Exodus 27:20 - 30:10)  
Haftarah for Shabbat Tetzaveh (Yehezkel/Ezekiel 43:10-43:27) 
 

Notes for Grounding a Dvar Torah on Climate Change in the Parsha 
 
Scripture: Exodus 27:20 
 
Theme(s): The oil to illuminate the Tent of Meeting is a clean-burning renewable oil, derived from a 
sustainable source and human effort. 
 
Tie-in to Climate Change: Fuels matter. How we light our sanctuaries matters. Our climate crisis is first 
and foremost a crisis of our dependence on fossil fuels. 
 
For a full Tetzaveh dvar torah on this theme by Baruch Sienna at Kolel.org, visit: 
www.kolel.org/pages/5765/tetzaveh.html. 
 
Scripture: Exodus 28:3  
 
Theme(s): The priest’s garments require our human creativity. 
Human creativity and volunteerism is necessary for the construction of the clothing the Cohanim will wear.    
 
Tie-in to Climate Justice: Economic activity that is on a human scale invites our creativity and unique 
capacities. The global economy relies on dangerous and soul crushing exploitation and huge “embedded” 
transportation costs. The environment suffers — as does the human spirit. 
 
Scripture: Exodus 28:10-12  
 
Theme(s): The priest’s garments signify unity. The names of all the Israelites are carried together on the 
shoulder pieces of the Priest’s garment. None is higher or lower. None is left out.   
 
Tie-in to Climate Change: As we do the work, the avodah (work) of tikkun olam (repairing the world) – we 
must include all life if we wish to “approach the holy.” The toxicity and harm inherent in burning fossil fuels 
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cannot be foisted on some unimportant other (other people or other location) because we’re all in this 
together! 
 
Scripture: Exodus 28:9-12  
 
Theme(s): The priest’s garments demonstrate that true leadership serves everyone in the community 
The High Priest actually carries the names of the tribes of Israel in two places on his body. True leaders 
remember that their role is to serve the community they lead.  
 
Tie-in to Climate Justice: Around the world, those least responsible for climate pollution are suffering first 
and most from climate change. Sometimes it is argued that the United States doesn’t need to do anything 
about climate change until all of the other countries of the world are ready to do so. But waiting to do the 
right thing until everyone else has done so isn’t sacred leadership. Sacred leadership would have the U.S. 
carry the current suffering of the world’s poorest people with us in our current choices. 
 
For a full Tetzaveh dvar torah on this theme by Rabbi Neal Joseph Loevinger at Kolel.org, visit 
www.kolel.org/pages/5760/tetzaveh.html. 
 
General Themes of Tetzaveh – Building a sanctuary 
Materials for the construction and outfitting of the Meeting Place of God and humanity come from all 
corners of the plant and animal kingdom and from all manner of human activity. Nothing is irrelevant or 
unnecessary.  
 
Tie-in to Climate Justice: That is our work – to bring together the materials of the world and our effort to 
build a holy place. 
 
General Themes of Tetzaveh – Building a sanctuary 
The Tent of Meeting is a microcosm, representing all manner of human productivity. The goal is to 
interweave the material and spiritual realms. A sense of serving the sacred is the cornerstone of all human 
activity. This attitude is an urgent counterbalance to our wasteful and spiritually corrupting consumerism. 
 
Scripture: Exodus 29:13 and others  
 
Theme(s): Disposition of the portions of the offerings. Portions of the animal offerings are used and 
disposed of in various ways. Not every material is good for every purpose if our goal is holiness.  
 
Tie-in to Climate Change: Toxins (skin and intestines, in this case) must be disposed of consciously and 
safely. 
 
Scripture: Exodus 30:10 Atonement 
 
Theme(s): We are not purely spiritual.  There are consequences and impacts for all of our actions. But we 
can strive for holiness, we can live with spirit and we can be renew and achieve At-One-Ment.  
 
Tie-in to Climate Justice: We are living already with the consequences of imbalanced consumption and 
global climate change. We can work for repair. 
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Texts to Inform a Jewish Response to Climate Change 
 

Compiled by 
Rabbi Fred Scherlinder Dobb  

for the Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life 
 
The stakes are high. We can’t afford to make too much of a mess. 
“G-d led Adam around all the trees of the Garden of Eden. And G-d said to Adam: 'See My works, how good 
and praiseworthy they are?! And all that I have created, I made for you. [But,] be mindful then that you do 
not spoil and destroy My world - for if you spoil it, there is no one after you to repair it.’”  

—Midrash Qohelet Rabbah 7:13 (Commentary on Ecclesiastes); ca. 8th Century CE 
 
Remember whose Earth it is in the first place, and what we’re supposed to be doing with it. 
“The Earth is G-d’s, and the fullness thereof; the settled land, and its inhabitants.” 

—Tehillim/Psalm 24:1 
“The land shall not be sold forever; for the land is Mine; you are strangers and sojourners with me.”  

—Vayikra/Leviticus 25:23 

“God placed the human in the Garden of Eden, l’ovdah (to serve/till) u’l’shomrah (and to guard/tend it).” 
—Bereishit/Genesis 2:15 

 
Wasting anything is a shame, especially when it's so easy to use less electricity or get better mileage. 
“When you besiege a city... do not destroy (lo tashchit) any of its trees...”  

—Dvarim/Deuteronomy 20:19 
Rav Zutra said: "Whoever covers an oil lamp, or uncovers a naphtha lamp [causing them to burn fuel 
inefficiently] transgresses the law of bal tashchit.” 

—Talmud Bavli/Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 67b 

“Righteous people ... do not waste in this world even a mustard seed. They become sorrowful with every 
wasteful and destructive act that they see, and if they can, they use all their strength to save everything 
possible from destruction. But the wicked ... rejoice in the destruction of the world, just as they destroy 
themselves.” 

 —Sefer HaChinuch 529; 13th Century 
 
Justice: We in the U.S. are 5% of the world’s population, yet cause a quarter of all climate pollution. 
And who will rising sea levels and other climate changes harm most? People in the poorest countries. 
“Justice, justice, you shall pursue, in order that you may live...”  

—Dvarim/Deuteronomy 16:20 

“God loves righteousness and justice; the Earth is full of God’s loving-kindness.” 
 —Tehillim/Psalm 33:5 

“Do not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor ... Love your neighbor as yourself.”  
—Vayikra/Leviticus 19:16-18 

 
Preserving life: Climate change will likely cause the spread of new diseases, longer heat waves, more 
intense hurricanes, food scarcity … 
“One is forbidden from gaining a livelihood at the expense of another’s health.”  

—Rabbi Isaac ben Sheshet, Resp. 196 
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“Shabbat, like all the mitzvot (commandments), is pushed aside by danger to human life.”  
—Rambam/Maimonides, MT Zmanim 2:1 

 
Saving endangered species: Everything’s part of the plan, yet global warming moves too fast for most 
of Creation to adapt, threatening many species and whole ecosystems. 
“Even those creatures you deem superfluous in the world — like flies, fleas, and gnats — nevertheless have 
their allotted task in the scheme of Creation.”  

—Midrash Shmot Rabbah/Commentary on Exodus 10:1 

“It should not be believed that all beings exist for the sake of humanity’s existence ... [rather] all the other 
beings, too, have been intended for their own sakes...”  

—Rambam/Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed III 
 
The Precautionary Principle: We must take action even in an uncertain situation. 
“When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, so that you do not bring bloodguilt on 
your house if anyone should fall from it.”  

—Dvarim/Deuteronomy 22:8  

… from which Rambam/Maimonides deduces: 
“Similarly with all potentially dangerous objects. Remove them far from yourselves and from the way of the 
community.”  

—MT Hilchot De'ot 
“A burning object left in a place where the public can be injured by it — one is allowed to extinguish it [even 
on Shabbat], whether it’s of metal or of wood.” 

—Yosef Caro in Shulchan Aruch, Oreh Hayim 334:27 

“A sick person in danger—we attend to all their needs on Shabbat, at the advice of skilled local healer. If 
there is a doubt whether or not we need to violate the Shabbat for them — or if one doctor says to ... but 
another doctor says there’s no need — we violate the Shabbat for them, since [even] doubtful danger to 
human life pushes aside the Shabbat.”  

—Rambam/Maimonides, MT Zmanim 2:1 

“... We don’t need an expert [to save a life by violating other laws like Shabbat], since ... [even] doubtful 
danger to human life [makes the law] lenient. And it’s forbidden to delay the [treatment]...”  

—Tur, Oreh Hayim 328  
Yosef Caro adds: "The one who rushes to [take action in an uncertain case of danger to human life], look, 
this is praiseworthy! But the one who [stops to] ask, look, this is a murderer.” 
 

Jewish Climate Resources 

The Jewish Climate Change Campaign 
http://jewishclimatecampaign.org/ 
Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life (COEJL) 
http://www.coejl.org/climatechange/cc_resources.php 
http://engage.jewishpublicaffairs.org/t/2929/p/dia/action/public/?action_KEY=1246 
Jewish Climate Initiative 
http://www.jewishclimateinitiative.org/home/index.php 
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Jewish Climate Education Resources  
 
From Torah Aura, for grades 7 and 8:  
http://www.torahaura.com/ItemDetails.aspx?ItemNo=WSENV7&Row=4 

From the Shalom Center, for teens:  
http://www.shalomctr.org/node/1363 
 
Jewish Environmental Resources  
 
Hazon     
Promotes healthy and sustainable communities in the Jewish world and beyond, with an emphasis on food 
issues and bike rides raising funds for Jewish environmental initiatives. 
http://www.hazon.org 
 
Isabella Freedman Jewish Retreat Center’s Center for Environment and Sustainability 
http://isabellafreedman.org/environment/intro 
 
Jewcology     
Web platform for Jewish environmentalists to share resources and teachings 
http://jewcology.org 
 
Teva Learning Center  
http://tevalearningcenter.org/ 
 
The Shalom Center         
Source of pioneering books on eco-Judaism. For commentaries on Torah portions, click on 
“TorahCommentaries” on the horizontal row of references just under the logo banner. Directed by Rabbi 
Arthur Waskow. 
http://www.theshalomcenter.org/ 
 
For Conservative congregations:  
The United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism Sustainability Resources 
http://www.uscj.org/Sustainability8089.html 
 
For Orthodox congregations:  
Canfei Nesharim        
http://www.canfeinesharim.org/ 
  
For Reconstructionist congregations:  
The Reconstructionist Federation     
http://jrf.org/Sustainable_Synagogue_Resources 
 
For Reform congregations:  
Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism     
http://rac.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=2215&pge_prg_id=12704&pge_id=2403 

Union for Reform Judaism      
http://urj.org/green/ 


