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Interreligious relations are one of the most problematic and complex areas in the history of civilisation. The major 
denominations thrived as a result of the lack of cooperation between them and interreligious tension has in retrospect 
made a fairly sizable contribution to the creativity and cultural uniqueness of the various religions and sects. Yet there 
may exist just one pursuit on which diverse religious leaders and believers can agree: preventing the destruction of the 
world in which we live. This is not only a search for consensus, but also for practical influence on human behaviour. 
Despite the many diverging opinions and doctrinal disputes, the influence of religion can ignite change in the 
individual's attitude to the environment and, in effect, in his attitude to himself. 
The intense and sometimes obsessive concern with environmental protection is considered a post-modern phenomenon 
that tries (and often pretends) to repair a world destroyed by processes resulting from the expansion of modern life. 
Many are astonished to discover that the religions, in their source material, are overflowing with ecological doctrines 
constructed and developed in the areas of ideology, theology and philosophy, as well as in the practical aspects of 
environmental protection. 
Religious viewpoints that offer a balanced and harmonious approach can have great influence. The foundation of these 
viewpoints is in the Bible: 'And the Lord God took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden to till it and to keep it' 
(Genesis 2:15). The connection between these two words, 'to till' and 'to keep,' expresses the essence of balance, the 
middle road that facilitates harmony between man and his world, a path to a solution that is both ethical and practical. 
Numerous commentators from various religions assert that this divine command is not limited to the Garden of Eden. 
God transferred his world to human control and for human enjoyment, but only on condition that we maintain it 
properly and adopt an ecologically sound lifestyle. 
In Ecclesiastes we read: 'I know that, whatever God does, it shall be forever: nothing can be added to it, nor anything 
taken from it...'(3:14) and: 'Consider the work of God: for who can make that straight, which he has made crooked?' 
(7:13). 
There is a discussion of these verses in an ancient Jewish commentary, the Midrash: 

When the Holy One, Blessed Be He, created Adam, he took him and led him past all the trees in the Garden of 
Eden, saying: Look how pleasant and praiseworthy are my deeds; everything I created, I did so for you. Be 
conscious of this, so that you do not ruin and destroy my world, because if you ruin it, there will be no one 
after you to fix it (Kohelet Rabbah). 

Today's alienation from religion and its messages and from life in harmony with nature goes hand-in-hand with the 
development of a modern idolatry that believes in the unlimited power of the human race and enables humanity to 
ignore not only issues between humans and God, but also ethical questions relating to the interface between people and 
their environment. 
In post-modern ecological world-views, there are two extreme approaches at either end of the spectrum. On one side is 
the outlook that sees the human being as lord over nature and justifies the subjugation of nature and any use of it to 
advance the needs, survival, and enjoyment of human society; on the other side are those who see nature and its 
protection as its own purpose and humans as merely one of the elements within it, equal in value to the rest of the 
elements but different in the degree of destructiveness. These positions reduce the chances of progress in environmental 
protection and perhaps also cause alienation among wide sectors of the population. 
The religions present a third way: the world was created for humans, who are at the centre of the scheme, but they do 
not have license to be aggressive conquerors because the world does not really belong to them but rather to God. The 
religious principle therefore is expressed in the placing of responsibility on humankind to find the balance between 
'tilling it' - intervening in nature in order to survive - and 'keeping it'- avoiding causing destruction and ruin that cannot 
be undone. I believe that, on a practical level, this moderate and balanced approach has a chance of becoming accepted 
by the very broad segments of the world community that do not accept the radicalism of some of the Green movements 
but yet are concerned by damage to the environment. 
The ideology, philosophy and ecological theology of religions in general, and Christianity in particular, are based on 
belief in a Creator, on the idea that life has a purpose, and on the view that man has a task in this world and that human 
reality is not merely a statistic. The philosophical-theological approach is dominant today in the new popular literature 
on religion and environmental protection. The practical and behavioural approach to environmental protection, the 
sources of which are developed in the Shariah (the Islamic legal system based on the Koran) and in Halacha (the 
system of behavioural rules and laws in Judaism based on the Torah and Talmudic interpretation) are less well-known. 
Here we are dealing with a detailed system of laws and regulations that addresses all aspects of environmental 
protection and sets forth practical rules of behaviour. 
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The practical approaches in Judaism and in Islam are the product of daily life and the real needs of people who take 
upon themselves ethical norms that produce, in effect, a balance with surrounding nature. These rules are difficult to 
distinguish from the environmental protection legislation in today's secular parliaments. Of course, it must be noted that 
contemporary legislation was formulated to provide a defence and a response to the violation of the balance in nature 
and to the destruction of the environment, while the rules of Halacha and Shariah are thousands of years old and were 
originally formulated so that we would not arrive at the sad situation in which we find ourselves today. 
One of the most far-reaching protective measures that determines our relationship to the environment is the prohibition 
of senseless destruction. 

When thou shalt besiege a city a long time, in making war against it to take it, thou shalt not destroy its trees 
by forcing an axe against them: for thou mayst eat of them, and thou shalt not cut them down; for is the tree of 
the field a man, that it should be besieged by thee? (Deuteronomy 20:19). 

Even in the extreme situation of war, that by its very nature runs roughshod over normal moral behaviour, the Torah 
demands consideration for the environment. Of course, Halacha and Shariah also prohibit the destruction of trees in 
times of peace and tranquillity. These two systems expanded this prohibition to include destruction of all vegetation, 
animals, and property, while assuring the integrity of the public domain. 
The sages of the Halacha did not consider the public domain to be a no-man's land in which everyone can do as they 
please, as the following Talmudic anecdote makes clear: 

There was a man who would clear away rocks and then throw them from his private domain into the public 
domain. A righteous man came upon him and said to him, you senseless! Why are you clearing away rocks 
from a domain that is not yours to your own domain? The other man scorned him. 
After some time the man needed to sell his field. He walked through the very same public domain and 
stumbled over the very same rocks. He said: That righteous man was correct, why are you clearing away rocks 
from a domain that is not yours to your own domain? (Baba Kama 50b). 

In other words, the private domain is sometimes ours and sometimes passes to others, but it is the public domain that 
always remains ours. 
Another key area in the Halacha's ecological blueprint is the assurance of water quality. Clear regulations are laid down 
regarding society's and the individual's rights and responsibilities in this area. These regulations concern formation and 
development of water sources, the rights to their usage, the proper maintenance of reservoirs and other facilities, 
prevention of water pollution, and awareness of the dangers arising from it. 
Other areas of concern are noise pollution in urban areas; city planning; industrial damage in urban and village 
environments; garbage disposal; balance between agriculture and natural vegetation; limits on fruit trees as compared 
with ornamental trees and the separation between them; treatment of animals; the prohibition of cruelty to animals, and 
more. 
One realm in which we find a rich Halachic literature, evolving over more than 800 years, is air pollution and smoke 
damage. The very same problems that occupy humankind in the post-modern era were already being discussed by the 
sages 1,000 to 1,500 years ago. The health and welfare of the individual take precedence over other factors; there must 
be due consideration of the individual's quality of life; there must be elimination and prevention not only of things that 
cause damage to health, but also sources of irritation and distress. The Halacha deals with the tension between, on one 
hand, the damage caused to the individual or group from foul odours or smoke, and, on the other, the dilemma inherent 
in wiping out a source of income. Not in every case does the Halacha recommend erasing the source of pollution; it 
often protects the livelihood of local residents, even at the cost of ecological harm. This is the question of balance 
alluded to earlier. 
We should be publicising this surprising match between progressive environmental protection legislation and the 
regulations of the Shariah and Halacha. Many Muslims and Jews are not aware of the classic ecological regulations 
contained in their own religions. Similarly, many Christians never experience a theological discussion of the harmony 
between man and nature. Traditional and devout individuals from all religions attribute awareness of environmental 
protection to the secular culture and do not see it as part of their tradition or their religious obligations. They have a 
sceptical attitude toward some of their co-religionists who are involved with ecology and suspect them of divorcing 
themselves from the 'pure' heart of religion. Anyone who is familiar with Shariah and Halachic sources and with the 
Book of Revelation and all the sacred texts from Genesis forward knows that there is no reason to be apprehensive. 
Today, it is becoming increasingly clear that commitment to environmental quality is anchored deep within the sources 
of all the religions. Each religion can mobilise its forces on behalf of this commitment, highlight it according to its own 
principles of belief and action, and influence the internal dialogue in other religions and cultures. 
Ecological commitment is not synonymous with modern-day 'nature religions.' Ecological doctrine in the major 
religions relates not only to the interface between humans and the environment, but also to the relationship between 
people and between individuals and themselves. Ecological ethics is indivisible: those who direct all the intensity of 
their compassion towards animals; who labour to maintain beauty and aesthetics only for the natural environment; who 
think that it is possible to deal with polluters of the Black Sea without critically examining all aspects of human 
behaviour; all these lack a complete moral system. 
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As we deal with these topics, learning, teaching, publicising and responding; as we support environmental protection 
legislation and enforcement; as the general public accepts an ecological outlook as the ethical and religious norm 
common to many religious cultures, and does not identify such a viewpoint with secular radicalism; as we link and 
synthesise environmental values into traditional cultures we shall then magnify the real, practical opportunity to live in 
a higher quality environment and in a more balanced and well-maintained natural setting. This is the way to realise the 
principles of morality and faith while blending proper, balanced, and ecologically-minded behaviour into our everyday 
lives. 
Living in balance with nature and the environment demands from every person a continuous effort. It is not a vain 
endeavour, but rather a path to human development and a way to draw closer to God. It raises the status of man to the 
heights of 'a little lower than the Lord': 

To the chief musician on the Gittit, a psalm of David. O Lord our Lord, how majestic is thy name in all the 
earth; who hast set thy glory above the heavens. Out of the mouth of babes and sucklings hast thou founded 
strength because of thy enemies, that thou mightest still the enemy and the avenger. When I behold thy 
heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained; what is man, that thou art 
mindful of him? And the son of man, that thou visitest him? Yet thou hast made him a little lower than the 
Lord, and thou dost crown him with glory and honour. Thou makest him to have dominion over the works of 
thy hands; thou has put all things under his feet: all sheep, and oxen, and also the beasts of the field; the birds 
of the sky, and the fish of the sea; whatever passes through the paths of the seas. O Lord our Lord, how 
majestic is thy name in all the earth! (Psalm 8). 

 


