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Conservation 
When Vanis Buckholz was seven years old, he learned about Earth Day and the concept of 
recycling. He starting to collect recyclable products  from  his  neighbors’  homes  and  bring  
them to a recycling center. By the time he was ten, he was collecting recyclables from all 
over the town on his bicycle and earning a few hundred dollars a month, 25 percent of 

which was donated to a charity that helps the homeless. 
 

We live in an age where there is great awareness about conservation and one who wants to 
conserve has plenty of opportunities to do so. However, there are times when our desire to 
conserve is met with challenges. 
 

Let's look at the following scenarios:  

 
 
Let’s  Examine  the  Sources 
 
When G-d created Adam, He charged him with taking care of the world: 
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Questions: 
 
1) How does the charge in the verse in Bereishit differ from the charge presented by the 
Midrash? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) Do you think these directives were meant specifically for Adam or for all future 
generations? Why? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Bal Tashchit: The Prohibition Against Destruction 
 
In addition to our general obligation to preserve the world, there is a specific prohibition 
against destroying items. This prohibition is known as bal tashchit (do not destroy): 
 

 
 
Questions: 
 
1) Why do you think there is a prohibition against cutting down fruit trees? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) Do you think the prohibition applies to items other than fruit trees? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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The following two sources provide insight into these two questions: 

 

 
 

Questions: 
 
1) What do you think Rambam means when he says that it is prohibited to destroy 
something "in a destructive manner?" Can you give examples of destroying something in a 
manner that is not destructive? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) When Sefer HaChinuch discusses what pious people do, is he recommending that 
everyone follow this approach or is he giving an example to teach a lesson? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3) Is throwing out food that nobody wants to eat considered destructive? Is there any 
benefit to waiting until it is spoiled to throw it out? Is there any benefit to eating food that 
one really doesn't want to eat? Is it less destructive than throwing it out? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Recycling 
 
Recycling gives us the ability to take an item that we would have otherwise discarded and 
use it for something productive. 
 
 

Questions: 
 
If an item, such as a plastic bottle, is not usable in its current state and can only be usable 
again after being destroyed and recycled, does throwing the item into ordinary trash rather 
than recycling constitute destroying it in a destructive manner? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

The Gemara/Talmud presents a situation similar to recycling: 

 

 
 
Questions: 
1) How is the case presented by Mishna Berurah similar to case #2? How is it different? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) After reading the sources, what do you think Lisa should do? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Wasting Electricity 
 
Before there was any awareness about conservation of electricity, R. Yosef Chaim of 
Baghdad discussed wasting oil from a lantern: 
 

 
 

Questions: 
 
1) Do R. Yosef Chaim's comments support Shira's argument or Kayla's argument in case 
#3, regarding the air conditioner? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) What would you recommend to Shira and Kayla after reading R. Yosef Chaim's 
comments? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In  today’s  times,  there  are  many  resources  available  to  help  our  efforts  to  conserve.  While  
the Torah values the concept of conservation, we must also be aware of situations that 
present a conflict with other values, such as our time and how our efforts impact others. By 
thinking ahead, we can often find ways to fulfill all of these values. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compiled by Rabbi Josh Flug, Director of Torah Research, Yeshiva University's Center for the Jewish Future 
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES OF AUTHORS CITED 

 

 
R. Moshe ben Maimon (also known as Rambam and Maimonides, 1138-1204) is one of 
the most famous rabbis in Jewish history. His works on Jewish law and Jewish philosophy 
are extremely influential and continue to be studied regularly by scholars and students 
from all walks of Jewish life. He began his life in Cordoba, Spain but eventually settled in 
Egypt. 
 
Sefer HaChinuch was written anonymously and published in the 13th century. It contains 
discussions on the 613 commandments, providing the basic laws as well as suggesting 
reasons for each. 
 
R. Elazar Flekeles (1754-1826) was a disciple of R. Yechezkel Landau. He served as the 
head rabbinic judge in a number of cities including Prague. 
 
R. Yisrael Meir Kagan (1838-1933) is known to many as "The Chafetz Chaim" after his 
famous work on the laws of slander. He spent most of his life in Radin, Belarus, where he 
established a yeshiva. He authored many works, most notably Mishna Berurah, which is 
considered by many to be the authoritative work on Jewish law relating to daily life.  
 
R. Yosef Chaim of Baghdad (1832-1909) was an authority on Jewish law and mysticism 
for Jews across the Middle East. He authored numerous works on these topics. 


