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Summoning the Will Not to Waste
By Rabbi Yonatan Neril'

The commandment of Bal Tashchit-- do not destroy or waste-- has long been considered central to a Jewish
environmental ethic. Indeed, Rabbi Norman Lamm understands it to be “the biblical norm which most directly
addresses itself to the ecological situation.”” What is the basis for the commandment not to waste? We will
explore what Bal Tashchit is, how it applies to food, and how it relates to our lives.

The Torah teaches:

“When you besiege a city for many days to wage war against it to capture it, you shall not destroy its trees by
wielding an ax against them, for you may eat from them, but you shall not cut them down. Is the tree of the field
a man, to go into the siege before you? However, a tree you know is not a food tree, you may destroy and cut
down, and you shall build bulwarks against the city that makes war with you, until its submission.”
(Deuteronomy 20:19-20)

From these verses we can see that a Jewish army is forbidden from cutting down fruit trees in war. Yet the
rabbis of the Talmud (200 C.E.-~500 C.E.) understood this as communicating a general prohibition against
needless destruction. According to our sages, this mitzvah concerns not destroying directly or indirectly
anything that may be of use to people. Our sources teach that it applies to wasting energy, clothing, water,
money, and more.”

Beyond the letter of the law, Bal Tashchit is a warning for how we are to relate to the world. Rabbi Sampson
Rafael Hirsch taught that it is “the most comprehensive warning to human beings not to misuse the position
which G-d has given them as masters of the world and its matter through capricious, passionate, or merely
thoughtless wasteful destruction of anything on earth.”” So this is a big Jewish mitzvah, this commandment not
to waste or destroy.

One type of waste that’s rampant in our society is the waste of food. According to a 2011 study commissioned
by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, “Roughly one third of the food produced in the
world for human consumption every year — approximately 1.3 billion tons — gets lost or wasted.”® In the
United States, less than three percent of this waste is recovered and recycled.” While some of this food waste
was inedible, part of it was good food discarded by satiated diners or edible leftovers thrown away from the
refrigerator.

The author would like to thank Evonne Marzouk for her helpful editorial comments.
“Ecology in Jewish Law and Theology” in Faith and Doubt, by Rabbi Norman Lamm, 2006, KTAV Publishing House: Jersey City,
NJ. Rabbi Lamm is former chancellor of Yeshiva University.
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For more on Bal Tashchit of energy, see the Jewcology article on energy.
Commentary to Deuteronomy 20:19
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The study, Global Food Losses and Food Waste, was commissioned by FAO from the Swedish Institute for Food and Biotechnology
(SIK). Online at http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ags/publications/GFL_web.pdf
7 “Basic Information about Food Waste,” US EPA, online at http://www.epa.gov/osw/conserve/materials/organics/food/fd-basic.htm



The Talmudic sage Rabbi Ishmael taught: if the Torah warns us not to destroy fruit trees, then we should be
even more careful about not destroying the fruit itself.® This applies to all food that is fit to be eaten, and not
only the fruit of trees.’

Wasted food is a waste of money, energy and water, and causes environmental impacts. This disposal of food
costs about one billion dollars annually in the United States.'® In garbage dumps, this decomposing food waste
produces methane, a potent greenhouse gas. Fossil fuels, water, and land are all required to produce food, and in
the case of meat, exceptional amounts. One study examined the energy embedded in wasted food--from
agriculture, transportation, processing, food sales, storage, and preparation. It concluded that this energy
“represents approximately 2% of annual energy consumption in the United States.”"'

By not wasting food, we can produce ecological, social, financial and spiritual benefits.

Food waste occurs at many stages, including on farms, in transport, and at stores and restaurants. In terms of
food consumption at home, buying and preparing too much food and letting the leftovers in one’s fridge go to
waste is a possible violation of Bal Tashchit. One practical action is to be mindful about how much food we buy
and put in our refrigerators, and finishing the food that does get refrigerated. For example, try going for a week
without any of the food in your fridge going bad.

The verses that introduce this mitzvah describe a war against an external enemy. But the rabbis make clear that
the real battle to be waged is within ourselves, against a human tendency to be wasteful. By strengthening our
ability to avoid waste, we become holier, stronger people. This strength can help us approach other spiritual
and environmental challenges. May the changes we make in our own lives ripple outward to our families, our
community, and our planet.

This material was produced as part of the Jewcology project. Jewcology.com is a new web portal for the global
Jewish environmental community. Thanks to the ROl community for their generous support, which made the
Jewcology project possible.

Rabbi Yonatan Neril founded and directs Jewish Eco Seminars, which engages and educates the Jewish
community with Jewish environmental wisdom. He has worked with Canfei Nesharim for the past six years in
developing educational resources relating to Judaism and the environment.
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