
 

Jewish Values for the New Moon, New Month and New You
Middah for the Hebrew Month of Kislev 5774

*Bal Tashchit is a commandment and 
means do not destroy, specifically do not 
waste resources.
*The source of this commandment is 
found in Deuteronomy and speaks to 
times of  war (see text below). When one 
attacks an enemy in battle, one may not 
cut down the trees that bear fruit. 

*Over time and through the centuries of 
interpretation, this law  has been 
expanded to apply to environmental 
protection, wanton destruction of  any 
kind, and the needless consumption of 
resources when a more economic or 
environmentally friendly alternative is 
available. 
  
*The law  prohibi t ing destruct ion 
specif ical ly prohibits waste. The 
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 
67b, based on commentary of  Rashi 
notes, “One who covers an oil lamp 
[causing the flame to burn inefficiently] 
or uncovers a kerosene lamp [allowing

Background Texts

Stories from our Sacred Texts Capturing This Value
Deuteronomy 20:19-20

When in your war against a city ... you must not destroy its trees, wielding the ax 
against them. You may eat of  them, but you must not cut them down. are trees of 
the field human, so that they can withdraw  before you into the besieged city? 
Only trees that you know  do not yield food may be destroyed; you may cut them 
down for constructing siegeworks against the city that is waging war on you, until 
it has been reduced.

Sifrei, Deuteronomy, section 203
'...For a person is a tree of the field' teaches that the life of a person comes only 
from the tree. 

the fuel to evaporate faster] violates the 
prohibition of Bal Tashchit."

* The Midrash on Ecclesiastes (Kohelet 
Rabbiah 7:13) teaches that “When the 
Holy One, blessed be God, created the 
first human... God 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 do 
spoil it, there is no one after you to repair 
it.”

* A medieval authority (Sefer Hachinukh). 
calls us to abstain from any act of 
destruction, “For this is the way of the 
pious…they who love peace are happy 
when they can do good to others and 
bring them close to Torah and will not 
cause even a grain of  mustard to be lost 
from the world….” 
*How  wonderful, O God, are the works of 
your hands! … A divine voice sings 
through all creation. – Jewish prayer

Bal Tashchit
Do Not Destroy or Waste



 

Rambam (Maimonides), Hilchot Malachim, Chapter 6, halachot 8-10

“One may not cut down fruit bearing trees outside the (besieged) city (for 
purposes of  war) nor divert from them the water conduit, so as to make them 
wither, as it is stated: “you should not destroy the trees thereof.” Whoever cut 
them down is liable for the penalty of  lashes. But this does not apply merely to 
the case of  a siege, but in all cases. Whoever cuts down a fruit-bearing tree, in 
a destructive manner, is liable to lashes. But it may be cut down, if  it damages 
other trees or causes harm to neighboring fields or because it fetches a high 
price. The Torah only forbade willful destruction. This is the case not only with 
trees. Whoever smashes household goods, tears clothes, demolishes a 
building, stops up a spring, or destroys articles of  food violates the prohibition of 
‘you shall not destroy.”

From the Babylonian Talmud 

Rav Chisda said: When one can eat barley bread but instead eats wheaten 
bread, he transgresses the sin of  bal tashchit. Rav Papa said: When one can 
drink beer but instead drinks wine, he transgresses the sin of bal tashchit.”

Rav Zutra taught:  “One who covers an old lamp or uncovers a naptha lamp 
[actions which burn extra fuel] transgresses the prohibition of wasteful 
destruction.”  

Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

To everything there is a season, a time for every purpose under the sun.  A time 
to born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to pluck up that which is 
planted… a time to rend and a time to sew.

Stories From our Sacred Texts Continued

In the text from Deuteronomy, a tree 
is compared to a person? In what 
ways is a tree like a human being? 

How  far does the prohibition against 
destroying trees extend?  What 
modern examples of  waste violate 
this prohibition?

In the first text from the Talmud, both 
barley bread and beer are made from 
barley and barely is readily available - 
and therefore more affordable. They 
Rabbis are instructing us to eat 
products that are readily available 
and are local, native crops that are 
r e l a t i v e l y u n p r o c e s s e d . T h e 
commentary is about not wasting 
food resources as much as not 
wasting financial resources. How 
does this apply to today, when highly 
processed food is financially much 

Reflections and Discussion
more affordable, but transgresses 
other values like shomrei adamah 
(protecting the earth) and sh’mirat 
haguf (caring for our bodies)? Is it 
wasting resources to spend more 
money on healthy food? 

Ecclesiastes notes that there is a 
time to plant and time to uproot. 
When is a time when destruction is 
warranted? 

During this month of  Kislev we will 
celebrate the holiday of Chanukah. 
Many families make gift giving a part 
of their celebration. How  can we 
apply the mitzvah of  bal tashchit, do 
no t waste resources , to our 
Chanukah celebrations? If we 
exchange gifts, what might be 
guiding principles for that custom?

To live content 
with small means,
To seek elegance 
rather than luxury,

and refinement
rather than fashion,

to be worthy, not respectable,
and wealthy, not rich,

to study hard, think quietly,
talk gently, act frankly,

to listen to the stars and birds,
babes and sages,
with open heart,

to bear all cheerfully,
do all bravely,

await occasions,
hurry never –

in a word, to let the spiritual,
unbidden and unconscious,

grow up through the common.
This is to be my symphony.

-William Ellery Channing



Jewish Values Workout for the Month

A Prayer Celebrating Nature

Grant me the ability to be alone.
May it be my custom 

to go outdoors each day 
among the trees and grasses,
among all growing things,
and there may I be alone, 

and enter into prayer 
to talk with the One to whom I belong.

Reb Nachman of Bratzlav

Jewish  Values Meditation 
To daily remind yourself to work on embracing the Jewish value of Bal Tashchit, 
do not destroy or do not waste, select one of the following quotes to say every 
morning. You can rotate the quotes:
Reduce, reuse, recycle.
Let the trees be consulted before you take any 
action. Every time you breathe in, thank a tree. 
– John Wright

Jewish  Values Exercise
To daily remind yourself to work on the Jewish value of bal tashchit, do not 
destroy or do not waste, before every purchase ask yourself, “Is this wasteful of 

the earth’s resources or my family’s resources?”

Similarly, when giving Chanukah gifts to children or grandchildren, 
ask “Am I instilling the value of mindful consumption of resources? 
Will this make it easier or harder for a child to learn the importance of  
bal taschit?

Be mindful of your fuel consumption at home and on the road. 
Internalize that the Talmud teaches that anything we do to consume 
fuel unnecessarily is in violation of the mitzvah bal tashchit. 


