
 

 
 

  

Dear beloved, dispersed members of Yale’s Jewish community, 

I hope my words find you, and those close to you, well. This message concludes this 
series of ecological and theological reflections, but by no means closes your invitation to 
write to me. I will continue to think about these topics, and each of you, and so will 
always be glad to hear from you with thoughts, ideas, and questions. 

The preceding installments of this essay first suggested Rabbinic thinking as an 
alternative to standard framings of climate catastrophe, then focused on mourning as a 
response to large-scale loss. This week, I want to address the questions of which actions 
should we undertake, what goals should we embrace, and where can we find inspiration 
and resolve - without gainsaying our grave doubts about the world’s prospects? I will try 
to make the case that Judaism offers a path of purpose and conviction, even without the 
prospect of bettering the world-at-large, through a study of tzedakah in its Biblical and 
Rabbinic incarnations. I want to argue that (V) Judaism is, except for prophetic 
consolation, pessimistic about significantly improving the world, and (VI) tzedakah 
functions within such a world, not against it, rendering such a condition more humane - 
but not ending it. 

1. Dreaming Small: Redemption’s Low Ceiling 

Judaism’s dreams for the world are perhaps less, and less ambitious, than is generally 
understood. Yes, the prophets gave us the vision of swords beaten into plowshares 
(Isaiah 2:4), each person under her own vine or fig tree with none to make her afraid 
(Micah 4:4), the earth filled with knowledge of the Lord as waters cover the sea 
(Habakkuk 2:14), and the wolf (or lion) laying down with the lamb (Isaiah 11:6).  

Stirring promises of a world redeemed are close cousins of the promises of consolation 
we considered last week: both help us relativize present-day degradation by recasting it 
as prelude to a (much) better future. Even if we ourselves will not live to experience that 
better era, the mere belief that such is humanity’s future, and that our lives are bridges 
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to that better time, calms and ennobles. This historical arc gives a purpose to every life: 
to bring closer, even if only infinitesimally, a beatific state of affairs.  

This prophetic eschatology, lightly secularized, undergirds much of contemporary life, 
most clearly in Reverend Dr. King’s paraphrase of the abolitionist preacher Theodore 
Parker, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” We find 
solace from America’s fraught past and far-from-perfect present in the promise of a 
better future, one of both progress and ultimate perfection. In Jewish circles, this idea 
has been canonized in the oft-quoted and highly influential rendering of Rabbi Tarfon’s 
statement “It is not your responsibility to finish the work [of perfecting the world], but 
you are not free to desist from it either" (2:16) - the interpolation between the square 
brackets being the crux of the matter. The “work” of Judaism becomes the perfection of 
society on a large or, as we say nowadays, systemic, scale: reducing poverty, eliminating 
inequality, and creating a just human order. Many contemporary commentaries on Pirkei 
Avot make a similar move: for example, “improving society” is used in the New Israeli 
Commentary published on Sefaria. But I am aware of no pre-modern commentary in 
which Rabbi Tarforn’s “work” means anything like “perfecting the world”: context 
suggests that the “work” is Torah study (which is referred to as labor in many other 
Rabbinic contexts) or mitzvot more broadly, and this was the consensus position of 
commentators until quite recently.  

This framing is crucial right now because our capacity to believe in the gradual 
improvement of the world through human effort is one of the casualties of the past forty 
years of self-aware human-driven degradation of the earth’s capacity to sustain life. I 
experience this each time I turn the ignition of my internal-combustion vehicle to visit 
friends or family, or to officiate at a wedding or funeral: I don’t have the redeeming 
confidence that this trip will be part of the ultimate redemption of the world. Our 
activities, even the worthiest and most urgent, generate carbon footprints (as 
problematic as that idea may be) - and we cannot have any real confidence that the 
ultimate meaning of our efforts here on earth will be as steps in a long, slow, linear 
march towards progress. So, how can we proceed and act without this confident succor? 

The key, as it was last week and the week before, is that the prophetic dream of a 
transformed world is not the only Jewish vision of the future: our Rabbis, along with the 
Torah itself, did not ground their religious lives in a faith in a better future. This is not to 
say that specific categories of political and economic oppression cannot be overcome - 
but that the meaning of our lives as humans and as Jews does not derive from the march 
of progress in history. And, as we saw last week and the week before, this weighty 
admission marks the beginning, not the end, of a type of religious life - one that finds 
meaning and even transcendence in our actions without appealing to historical forces 
that are stagnated, or worse. These are among the most important spiritual resources 
Judaism can offer us today. 
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Our tradition’s location of meaning in local actions, rather than global factors, is 
nowhere clearer than in its treatment of poverty. The Torah’s most substantial 
consideration of inequality and need (Deuteronomy 15:4-11), opens with the prophetic-
sounding assurance that “there shall be no needy among you,” then quickly concedes “if, 
however, there is a needy person among you,” and concludes with a surprising, fatalistic 
twist, “there will never cease to be needy ones in your land”: 

There shall be no needy among you—since the LORD your God will bless you in the land that the LORD 
your God is giving you as a hereditary portion—if only you heed the LORD your God and take care to 
keep all this Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day... 

If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your kinsmen in any of your settlements in the 
land that the LORD your God is giving you, do not harden your heart and shut your hand against your 
needy kinsman. Rather, you must open your hand and lend him sufficient for whatever he needs… 

Give to him readily and have no regrets when you do so, for in return (biglal) the LORD your God will 
bless you in all your efforts and in all your undertakings. For there will never cease to be needy ones in 
your land, which is why I command you: open your hand to the poor and needy kinsman in your land. 

Ibn Ezra makes sense of this passage by highlighting the conditional nature of the Divine 
promise, “There shall be no needy among you… if only you heed the Lord your God.” He 
writes, “If all of Israel, or even the majority, would heed God’s voice, then there would 
be no needy among us.”  But - and here is the tragedy - though universal adherence to 
God’s vision is theoretically conceivable, the Torah believes it will never come to pass, 
and therefore, “there will never cease to be needy ones in your land.” The Torah’s sense 
is very close to David Roberts’s telling of our collective failings to end global hunger, 
“After all, it is possible to end global poverty in a decade, or even less…. The resources 
exist. All we lack is the political will” - and in parallel, to coordinate our politics and 
economies to rapidly slow and eventually reverse carbon emissions. Human society at 
large is not the vehicle of our eventual collective redemption, but a stubbornly 
intractable force that propagates the conditions that degrade human dignity. 

The end of this passage on poverty inverts the prophetic type of meaning: “For there will 
never cease to be needy ones in your land, which is why I command you: open your hand 
to the poor and needy kinsman in your land.” God’s commandment of generosity arises 
because of, and not despite, the immutable resilience of poverty. Were we on a justice-
inclined moral trajectory, barreling towards a world where each of us dwells in peace 
and plenty, there would be no need for a Divine mandate of generosity. The Torah tells 
us that our lives take on meaning not by being part of a world-historical march of 
progress, but in defying the world’s darkness, fomenting rebellions of kindness and 
generosity against the tyranny of indifference and exploitation. The “work” here, in 
Rabbi Tarfon’s idiom, is not “perfecting society,” but caring for those in need. And this 
work will never cease. 
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This is what William James called the “heroism” of the twice-born soul: to stand with 
conviction against the tragic forces that shape the human condition. Rather than the 
once-born reliance on a fundamental harmony between human agency and the nature 
of reality - this heroism takes up impossible odds not out of conviction that it will win 
out, but out of conviction that, even though it may well lose, it is right (as do all 
heroisms). In a moment when many of us harbor grave fears about the quantity and 
quality of life the earth will sustain in the near future, we should consider taking the 
Torah’s, not the prophets’, framing of our actions. We hear God calling us to foment an 
inevitably small sphere of humanity, not because of our inevitable victory but with eyes 
brimming (as we saw last week), against the impending darkness, “Curse, bless, me now 
with your fierce tears, I pray/ Do not go gentle into that good night/ Rage, rage against 
the dying of the light.” 

       2. What We Can - and Must - Do 

Our Rabbis of blessed memory built on the Torah’s foundation, foregoing the prophets’ 
promises that history is on their side and instead heightening the heroic tension 
between their insistence on charity and their dim view of the future. In a rich and 
extended passage, they raise the stakes as high as they go - the Messianic future, and 
our children’s future (bShabbat 151a): 

Shmuel said, “The only difference between today and the Messianic era is the self-determination of 
the Jewish people, as it says, ‘There will never cease to be needy ones in your land’.”... 

Rabbi Hiyya said to Yehudit, his wife, "When a poor man comes, be quick to offer him bread, so that 
others will be quick to offer it to your children."  

She said "You are cursing our children!"  

He replied, "It is written in the Torah: 'in return [big’lal]’, as the School of R. Ishmael taught: ‘It is a 
wheel [galgal] that turns in the world.’" 

Shmuel has full faith in God’s pessimistic prediction: even in the most perfected state of 
human existence, poverty will endure. (Others dispute his position, which nonetheless 
has been vastly influential in nearly two millennia of Jewish eschatological dreaming.) On 
this vision of the future, the very words “perfecting the world” cease to mean much: the 
world is, and always will be, a place of degradation and conflict - to hope for anything 
more or different is to set oneself up for disillusionment, or heartbreak. And, as we saw 
above, it is because of, and not despite, this bleak future that God cries out to us to give.  

What are the meaning and effects of a principled practice of giving, without the hope of 
transforming society (ever)? Rabbi Hiyya brings the matter close to home, depicting the 
inevitability of poverty as a feature not only of humanity in the abstract, but of his 
beloved children. He speaks to a pathos-laden scene: a person waits outside the door of 

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Feml-pusa01.app.blackbaud.net%2Fintv2%2Fj%2F7C17401E-1357-4B4B-BBED-B1530B093CA3%2Fr%2F7C17401E-1357-4B4B-BBED-B1530B093CA3_4c1fae04-8271-453c-9f3e-a3fd87de832e%2Fl%2F90F3A108-229C-4DBA-914A-60621A0FBE1A%2Fc&data=04%7C01%7Clynn.jackson-quinn%40yale.edu%7Cb391f78da19e44cc186a08d9e5ad2f8c%7Cdd8cbebb21394df8b4114e3e87abeb5c%7C0%7C0%7C637793354275144100%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=5PdWW8P6UCqeMUarsP0Fyx3iYaC8Uu36kZzsdpzExBg%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Feml-pusa01.app.blackbaud.net%2Fintv2%2Fj%2F7C17401E-1357-4B4B-BBED-B1530B093CA3%2Fr%2F7C17401E-1357-4B4B-BBED-B1530B093CA3_4c1fae04-8271-453c-9f3e-a3fd87de832e%2Fl%2F90F3A108-229C-4DBA-914A-60621A0FBE1A%2Fc&data=04%7C01%7Clynn.jackson-quinn%40yale.edu%7Cb391f78da19e44cc186a08d9e5ad2f8c%7Cdd8cbebb21394df8b4114e3e87abeb5c%7C0%7C0%7C637793354275144100%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=5PdWW8P6UCqeMUarsP0Fyx3iYaC8Uu36kZzsdpzExBg%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Feml-pusa01.app.blackbaud.net%2Fintv2%2Fj%2F7C17401E-1357-4B4B-BBED-B1530B093CA3%2Fr%2F7C17401E-1357-4B4B-BBED-B1530B093CA3_4c1fae04-8271-453c-9f3e-a3fd87de832e%2Fl%2F8A31CEBC-9866-4781-8548-284FED5B3B10%2Fc&data=04%7C01%7Clynn.jackson-quinn%40yale.edu%7Cb391f78da19e44cc186a08d9e5ad2f8c%7Cdd8cbebb21394df8b4114e3e87abeb5c%7C0%7C0%7C637793354275144100%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=A7YzrV%2FO%2BrDBjHUkpr3qSO%2BHFFaGVHgUTro2KYaJS9Y%3D&reserved=0


a well-to-do home, uncertain if his request for food will be answered, and if so, to what 
degree of generosity. The beggar has no leverage over the wealthier homeowner, and 
can only wait in an agonizing mixture of worry and hope. In such a situation, Rabbi Hiyya 
insists that food be given quickly, with the homeowner expending substantial efforts to 
minimize the indignity and suffering of someone she doesn’t even know. 

The recipient of this generously speedy gift is not the scenario’s only beneficiary. Rabbi 
Hiyya, building on Rabbi Yishma’el’s image of a wheel of fortune, imagines that a 
generation hence the roles will be reversed: his and Yehudit’s children will be indigent, 
appealing to the principled kindness of the children of those who are today indigent. 
Herein lies a second, extended site of agency, a ripple-effect of today’s open-hearted 
sharing: this memory of graceful giving will endure in the gift’s recipients and his 
children, coming alive a generation hence in those children’s generosity. While poverty 
may endure - perhaps even God cannot vanquish it - Rabbi Hiyya insists that our actions 
shape the relations between us, determining whether they are cold and distant or 
responsive and caring. On the level of identity, he insists that we refuse the temptation 
of drawing any hard distinctions between people on different sides of socio-economic 
divides, insisting on a deep human identity across all conditions. 

Rabbi Hiyya’s theory and practice of tzedakah is a template for those of us living within 
the vast economic and political forces that have brought the biosphere so close to the 
brink. We may have little faith that our children’s lives will be better than ours (a la Miley 
Cyrus) - in fact, we may, like Rabbi Hiyya, think it highly likely that our children will live 
poorer lives than we are. As I think of my two little boys, I can scarcely bring myself to 
write these words. And yet, we are not without power: will we succumb to the 
temptation to close our doors - personal and national - to those who beseech us for aid? 
Or will we, out of a deep identification with them and their plight, open our hearts, our 
bank accounts, and our lives to them? If we can do that, we will have made the world a 
kinder place in a more enduring way, no matter how many degrees hotter. Roberts 
concludes his piece on precisely this register: 

[T]he real threat is that these escalating impacts overwhelm our ability, not just to mitigate GHGs, but 
to even care or react to disasters when they happen elsewhere… [the] shrinking of empathy is 
arguably the greatest danger facing the human species, the biggest barrier to the collective action 
necessary to save ourselves. I can’t help but think that the first step in defending and expanding that 
empathy is reckoning squarely with how much damage we’ve already done and are likely to do, 
working through the guilt and grief, and resolving to minimize the suffering to come. 

Roberts, like Rabbi Hiyya, makes the critical move - we are at risk of losing not only our 
planet to a collective frenzy of production and consumption; but also our hearts, 
constricted by borders and fences and infinitely long supply-chains that separate us from 
the rest of humanity. The prescription here is to shift our focus from the climate to the 
human costs of the climate, and to perceive God’s cry as not for the earth (which will 
continue), or even biodiversity, but for the humans who are suffering as the conditions 
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for their lives disappear with the earth’s shifting and diminishing fertility. In searching for 
and finding ways to defy the social, economic, and political forces working to insulate 
and isolate us, instead forcefully crossing the threshold of our homes, literal and 
metaphorical, we will keep our hearts whole and, more importantly, sweeten and even 
save the lives of our wandering fellow human beings, created in God’s image - charting 
the next steps of the path of conviction and purpose trodden by the hundred 
generations of Jews before us. 

It has been an honor and poignant delight to develop these ideas in dialogue with you all 
- I could not ask for better conversation-partners. I am eager to hear your thoughts, 
reactions, and concerns - thank you, as always, for making this a community of care, 
concern, and deep searching. We will need one another more than ever in the coming 
years. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Jason 
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