Living a Responsible Life- Rabbi Sheryl Lewart
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See http://kehillatisrael.org/ and http://www4.jrf.org/climate 
Based on some of Brant Rosen’s wonderful HHD sermon (http://www4.jrf.org/showres&rid=733) 
The Maggid of Mezerith, the successor of the Ba’al shem Tov,  needed someone to blow the shofar for Rosh Hashanah.  Many people wanted the honor of this mitzvah, so a time was set aside for auditioning.  In preparation for the audition, everyone went to the mikvah, studied kabbalah, fasted, gave tzedaka.

The Maggid was present for the auditions and would select the person.  Each one had an opportunity to blow the shofar and share with the Maggid what they were thinking about when they blew the shofar.  Each blowing was more beautiful than the next.  And when each one shared the complex and intricate kabbalistic intentions that were in their mind at the time, it was very impressive.
Then Moshe, the water carrier, blew the shofar.  When asked what he was thinking about when he blew, he confessed, “I do not know kabbalah, so I do not have any lofty intention.  I am ashamed to tell you, but when I blew the shofar, I was crying to God.  I have four daughters who need to be married.  I need a shidduch ( a good husband) for each of them, and money to pay for the dowry and the wedding.  I am a simple water carrier.  Please, God, help me.  I can’t do this without help.  I can’t do this alone.
The Maggid selected Moshe, the water carrier, to blow the shofar in his congregation on Rosh Hashanah.  Declaring that this man knew the essence of what was really important. We are here to get to the essence of what is really important in our lives today.
All of us.  Not just those of us with children of marriageable age. What is really important to all of us –married or single -  with children or without – with grandchildren or our own newborns – whether we are in our teens or our nineties.

Today is Rosh Hashanah – the birthday of the world. The celebration of creation itself. We are part of creation, and just as Moshe needs to provide for the future of his children, we need to provide for the future of all the children in the world – we need to take care of creation itself.
Jewish tradition makes this absolutely clear.  We are here as God’s presence on earth to take care of creation.
“God led Adam and Eve around the Garden of Eden,” the rabbis taught,”and said, ‘Look at all I have created. See how beautiful it all is, how remarkable. You are here to tend the Garden. See to it that you don’t spoil or destroy My world – for if you do, there will be no one to repair it after you.’” ( Kohelet Rabbah 7:13).
This midrash is almost two thousand years old.  Here we are, what have we done to our world – to God’s world?

A thousand years ago, a great Jewish philosopher ( Bahya ibn Pakuda of Spain) wrote:

“ We must obligate ourselves to meditate on creation,” he said. “Try to understand both the smallest and greatest of God’s creatures.  Examine carefully those which are hidden from you.” 

This teaching is almost a thousand years old. Here we are, what have we done to God’s world?

Our rabbis got it right.  If we spoil and destroy our world, there will be no one coming after us to restore it. 
As the descendents of Adam ( whose name means Earth)  we are here to tend the garden. And in our zeal, we have developed a very complicated relationship with harnessing and using energy. From the myth of Prometheus – the quest for fire, and from Adam’s task to get bread to eat “by the sweat of your brow” we have searched for better and larger sources of energy. 
One could make the compelling case that human history To be sure, humanity’s relationship with energy has always been complicated. One could make the compelling case that human history has been marked by the ongoing quest to discover ever-larger quantities of energy in ever more effective ways. 

Today, energy impacts on just about every aspect of our lives and our world. It affects us in a myriad of ways seen and unseen. On a greater level, it is the linchpin upon which our entire future depends. Our need for energy affects our economy, our foreign policy, the diplomatic alliances we create, the wars we wage.

However, even though energy represents such a staple of our very existence, it could also be argued that we Americans are the most energy-illiterate people on the planet. Most of us are profoundly ignorant of what energy even is. If we pay it any mind at all, it is in the guise of rising gas prices and heating bills. Few of us understand – or care to understand– the process that occurs when we flick a light switch or turn on the ignition. 

When we push the light switch, only 10% of the energy used by a regular, incandescent light bulb is actually turned into light. When we insert and rotate the car key barely 15% of the energy in a gallon of gasoline ever reaches the wheels of our cars.
When Bob and I visited Peru recently, power lines to village after village were few and far between. Many villages could afford electricity only a few hours a day, or for a few weeks a year. No tractors or big farm machinery in sight, donkeys, oxen and fiercely hard manual labor provided the energy sources to sustain life.

But as countries grow more affluent, energy seems to turn into an entitlement. What it is, where it comes from, how much we consume, how much we might possibly conserve – these things are notably absent from our radar screens. Energy is expected to be there for us when we need it. It is for us, largely an invisible commodity. It is no surprise to discover that Americans are also the most extravagant consumers of energy in the history of the world. America, a country with less than 5% of the world’s population currently uses 25% of the world’s energy. Of course it is true that since our

economy is larger than any other country, it requires more energy to sustain it. But it is also true that our lifestyle is twice as energy-intensive as that of other affluent countries –and about ten times the average globally.

The Talmudic concept of Bal Tashchit (a term which literally means “do not destroy”) explicitly forbids us from wasting the earth’s natural resources, and specifically fuel. 
According to the Talmud, Bal Tashchit forbids the covering of an oil lamp, presumably because it speeds up fuel consumption and increases waste. The rabbis of the Talmud, with their discussion of lamp wicks and fruit trees could never dreamed of the global dimensions of our current energy economy.
The rabbinic conception of Bal Tashchit , do not destroy –conserve. is even more critical today.  Energy conservation is the spiritual imperative of our time. It is time to see this crisis clearly, because it is in seeing that we will be compelled to transform ourselves — our habits of denial, addiction, and

overconsumption — and from the holy place of spiritual transformation, respond with the depth of love and action that is necessary.

Each of us is called  to be a conscious creator with God, as Shehinah, as Mother, determined to save and elevate her creation, pushing us to create, to sustain, to maintain a personal and communal vision. In the torah, we learn “ Without vision, the people perish.”
Today, on this holy day of Rosh Hashanah, I invite you to join me and join with the leadership of KI as a holy space, a place to do our part ‘letaken olam bemalhut shaddai – tikkun olam – to heal the world together.’

.  KI is joining the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation’s Synagogue Greening Initiative in partnership with COEJL – the Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life and our Board of Trustees has made a commitment to turn KI into a sustainable, carbon neutral institution. 
 
In every age, in every generation it sometimes seems that the challenges of the world are more than we can handle, too difficult for us to succeed. But we are not now and have never been powerless.  3,000 years ago the wise author of the Torah wrote in the Book of Deuteronomy, “Surely this Mitzvah is not beyond your reach. It is not in the heavens, that you should say, “Who among us can go up to the heavens and get it for us…that we may do it?”  Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “Who among us can cross to the other side of the sea and get it for us…that we may do it?”  No, this Mitzvah is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart to do.” (30:11-14).
[image: image1.png]


 
We can no longer ignore the crushing reality of the environmental crisis that we by our action and our inaction have created. We have a sacred obligation to recognize our responsibility as stewards of the earth.  You all have heard my favorite lesson  from the Talmud many times.  It is the story of the two men in a rowboat in the middle of the ocean.  One takes out a drill and begins drilling a hole in the bottom of the boat.  The other man starts screaming at the first – “What are you doing?  What are you doing?”  to which the man with the drill replies, “What business is it of yours?  After all, I’m only drilling under my seat.”
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My favorite story from the Talmud for sure.  “I’m only drilling under my seat.” Obviously, there is no “my seat.” There is only one small boat, one small planet and we are all in it together.  We all sink or survive, together.
the great Hassidic Rebbe, Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav taught, “If a person kills a tree before its time, it is as though a soul has been murdered.” All of us who watched “An Inconvenient Truth” this past year saw with horror the dramatic shrinking of the world’s forests right before our eyes.  What would Rabbi Nachman think of us?  Our tradition asks “ If I do not stand up, who will? If I am only for myself, what am I? If not now, when?” this is a call to action, the ethical imperative of Environmental spiritual consciousness, so important, that on Yom Kippur afternoon during Martyrology, I have invited David Rosenstein and Jane Guttman to share their passion in a presentation about the shrinking resources of our planet and how we can make a difference in turning the trauma around.

That is why we are passing out today KI’s “Five Commandments for a Sustainable World.”  Here are the five top things that you can do, starting today, starting right now to make a difference in the quality of life on our planet so that next year when we come together on Rosh Hashana to celebrate “the birthday of the world” we will have something serious to celebrate.  Here are the five mitzvot that we believe you can do to make the most impact on creating a sustainable life this year, right now:

 

KI’S FIVE MITZVOT FOR SUSTAINABLE LIVING
I.                [image: image3.png]


Become Carbon Neutral: 
(This is the most important mitzvah of all and everything that follows is to help us to achieve this goal).

a.      Plant trees in Israel with JNF or here in America, or an acre of rainforest equal to land you occupy. 

b.     Buy carbon offsets - Reduce and "offset" your emissions by calculating your personal carbon footprint and donating to organizations that reduce carbon dioxide in our atmosphere.  Calculate your personal carbon footprint and donate directly to the National Forest Service through the Carbon Capital Fund. Mine costs only about $118 a year.

c.      Buy green electricity for your home from LADWP’s Green LA program. [image: image4.png]



 

II.       Become Food Conscious:
a.      Eat less meat.  Producing 1 kg of beef causes the same amount of greenhouse emissions as driving 250 kilometres in a car.  A pound of wheat can be grown from 60 pounds of water – a pound of meat takes up to 6,000 pounds.  With the energy needed to produce a single hamburger you could drive a small car 20 miles.  Reducing meat production in the U.S. by just 10% would free enough grain to feed 60 million people.

b.     Buy organic and locally grown or produced products.

c.      [image: image5.png]


Use recyclable and reusable containers, and as large as possible packages rather than individual servings.

d.      Use filtered water instead of bottles. It takes over 5 gallons of water to produce one plastic bottle plus the gas to transport it.

 

III.         Become Energy Efficient:
a.      Buy “Energy Star” appliances for your home or business. If every Californian replaces an old air conditioner with energy efficient one it would be the equivalent of taking 275,000 cars off the road. 

b.     Turn off computers, air conditioning, heating, and unplug home chargers when not in use (charge cell phones in your car). [image: image6.png]



c.      Shut doors and air vents in unoccupied rooms.

d.      Turn off lights, use dimmers, and remove a few bulbs from fixtures or track lighting.

e.      Replace incandescent bulbs with Compact Florescent Lights through the Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life’s, “A Light unto the Nations” campaign.  They cost 75% less to operate and last 10 times longer.  If every Californian changed just 5 bulbs to CFLs it would be the equivalent of taking 400,000 cars off the road. 
 

IV.             Reduce Oil Consumption and Dependency on Foreign Oil: [image: image7.png]



a.      Drive less, combine errands, walk, bike, and encourage public transportation.

b.     Shop on line and make a contribution with your purchases. 

c.      Make your next car a hybrid or biodiesel.

d.      Drive 5-10 miles per hour slower, keep your car tuned and proper tire pressure.
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                 Be Waste Conscious:
a.      Buy less of everything and keep stuff longer.
b.     Bring your own bags to the market and decline a bag for one or two items.

c.      Use cloth napkins & towels instead of paper.

d.      Read newspapers and magazines on line.
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Remove your name from unwanted catalogs and mailing lists.

f.      Recycle everything you can including discarded electronics. 

As we commit to a life of envirfonmental spiritual consciousness, we offer a blessing to be shomrei adama – guardians of the earth.  We commit to sacred activism – to act -  lifoal.
The blessing that one says when following the 5 mitzvot is:  
Baruh atah adonai elohaynu meleh ha’olam asher kideshanu bemitzvotav, vitzevanu lifoal keshomrei adama.

Blessed are you, Source of all life, who has made us holy through your mitzvoth and commanded us to act as guardians of the Earth.

Amen.
Let’s say it together – a shared commitment to lifoal keshomrei adama – to act as guardians of the earth.

Ken Yehi ratzon.  May it be so.
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