Between Dust and Divinity: Maimonides and Jewish Environmental Ethics








“Keep two truths in your pocket, and take them out according


to the need of the moment.  


Let one be: ‘For my sake was the world created.’


And the other: ‘I am dust and ashes.’”


					Hasidic saying





	The Babylonian Talmud recounts a debate over why God created humanity last of all the living beings.  One Rabbi suggested that humans were the climax of the process.  He compared God to a king who first prepares a great banquet and then brings in the guest of honor.  Thus the Eternal One made the entire natural world for the sustenance and enjoyment of humanity.





	A second anonymous sage offered a very different response.  He stated that “Adam was created at the end of the sixth day so that if human beings should grow too arrogant, they may be reminded that even the gnats preceded them in the order of creation.”  According to this perspective we are, more or less, a divine afterthought.�





	Today, few Jews read the creation narrative literally, as either history or science.  We recognize the reality of evolution and geological time.  Nonetheless, the question that underlies this talmudic discussion still confronts us:  How important are human beings, as individuals and as a species?  Are we the measure of all things or an insignificant blip in the earth’s enormous history?





	One of the most intriguing explorations of this issue may be found in the writings of Moses Maimonides.  In the Guide of the Perplexed, he takes up the question of humanity’s centrality.  He challenges his readers to examine their relationship with the rest of the creation.  In so doing, he paves the way for all who seek to formulate a Jewish environmental ethic.








EVIL AND ANTHROPOCENTRISM





	In the third section of the Guide, Maimonides considers the problem of why evil exists in such abundance.  Early in this discussion, he introduces his readers to an argument proffered by the early tenth-century Islamic intellectual Mohammed Ibn Zakariyya al Razi.  Razi was a highly-esteemed physician and philosopher, praised by many of his successors as one of the most original minds in the history of Islam.  Maimonides, however, views him as a shallow and misguided thinker.  
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The issue at stake is Razi’s claim that there is more evil than good in the world.  In his most famous work, “Divine Things,” Razi maintained that anyone who compares the amount of human suffering with the good 


fortune we enjoy will inevitably conclude that “the pains, infirmities, afflictions, wretchedness, sorrows and calamities that befall us” clearly outweigh our pleasures.  Existence, therefore, is a punishment.�   





	Maimonides concedes that most people share this perspective.  He even understands its popularity among the uneducated masses, for whom this life is a mere proving ground for the awards of the world to come.  However, while this notion may be tolerable for the average person, Maimonides takes umbrage when it is expressed by those like Razi who “deem that they know something.”  Therefore, when Maimonides offers his counter-argument for the prevalence of goodness in this world, he addresses Razi and his followers with unmitigated scorn.  





	Maimonides begins with the observation that when Razi speaks of the preponderance of evil on earth, he means that humanity endures more sorrow than joy.  This is the root of Razi’s error:  he equates evil with human suffering.  Perhaps people do experience more pain than pleasure; still, notes Maimonides, it does not follow that whatever appears to be bad from the vantage point of Razi and/or the rest of humanity is intrinsically evil.  Razi and his disciples err because they cannot escape their anthropocentrism:  





The reason for this whole mistake [Razi’s assertion that evil outweighs good] lies 


in the fact that this ignoramus and those like him...consider that which exists only 


with reference to a human individual.  Every ignoramus imagines that all that exists, 


exists with a view to his individual sake; it is as if  there were nothing that exists 


except him.  And if something happens to him that is contrary to what he wishes, 


he makes the trenchant judgment that all that exists is an evil.  However, if humans 


considered all that exists and knew the smallness of their part in it, the truth would 


become clear and manifest to them.�





SCRIPTURE AND NATURE AS PATHS TO HUMILITY





	Maimonides does not merely dismiss those whose narrow-mindedness leads them to see human beings as the measure of all things.  Instead, he goes on to offer a dual prescription for ameliorating the dangers of such  anthropocentric thinking.  Maimonides insists that those who wish to achieve the true perspective on humanity’s place in the world can do so by properly studying the two great sources of revelation: Scripture and nature.





	He considers Scripture first, in chapter III:13 of the Guide.  Here, he admits that some misreadings of 


biblical texts have reinforced the mistaken view that the rest of the creation exists for the sake of humanity.  However, Maimonides asserts that when interpreted properly, the Torah affirms that “all the other beings, too, have been created for their own sakes, and not for the sake of something else [i.e. humanity].”�
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	For instance, upon first consideration, the creation account seems to support a Razian, anthropocentric perspective.  God gives humanity dominion over the rest of the creatures and urges us to “fill the earth and master 


it.”  Yet Maimonides insists this narrative constitutes a description of humanity’s great power, not an endorsement of the view that the entire natural world exists for our sake.  This is why the Torah tells us after each day’s creation, “And God saw that it was good.” Indeed, the story ends with the statement, “God saw all of the works of creation, and behold, they were very good.”  The text goes out of its way to emphasize the intrinsic value of each of the plants and  animals.�





	Passages from the Prophets and Writings further emphasize humanity’s proper place in the scheme of things.  Maimonides cites examples from Psalms and Isaiah, which teach that “humanity is like a breath; our days are like a passing shadow...” and “the nations are but a drop in a bucket, reckoned as dust on a balance....” �  He also makes several references to Job, which, more than any other book in the Hebrew Scriptures, consistently accentuates humanity’s smallness.  Maimonides urges his readers to study these sources, for they are “most useful in giving human beings knowledge of our true value.”�





	For Maimonides, then, the study of Scripture is one way to reach the goal of proper humility.  His second path towards this same destination lies in the contemplation of the cosmos, especially the heavens.  Chapter III:14 of the Guide begins with the statement:


	


	What people ought also to consider in order to know what their own souls are 


	worth and to make no mistake regarding this point, is what has been made clear 


	concerning the dimensions of the spheres and the stars and the measures of the 


	distances separating us from them. �





	The rest of the chapter offers a detailed description of the workings of the universe, according to the Ptolemaic system accepted in Maimonides’s time.  By today’s standard, this geocentric model of space as a series of concentric spheres is, of course, all wrong.  Nonetheless, our contemporary cosmology emphasizes Maimonides’s central point even more than the science of his own day:  we are a relatively insignificant part of the universe.  Maimonides speaks of the vast distance between the earth and the other heavenly bodies.  How much the more so now, in our rapidly expanding cosmos of almost infinite proportions.  Anyone who would see humanity as 


the measure of all things need only contemplate the night sky in order to see the ridiculousness of this perspective.  Thus Maimonides concludes:





		If the whole of the earth would not constitute even the smallest part of the sphere of 


		the fixed stars, what is the relation of the human species to all these created things, 


		and how can one of us imagine that they exist for our sake and because of us and that 


		they are 	instruments for our benefit?�
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	For Maimonides, then, both Scripture and nature teach that we humans are not the ultimate arbiters of good and evil.  We may suffer a great deal, and our suffering is unmistakably painful and real.  Still, we err when we assume that whatever brings us sorrow is intrinsically bad.  The world is bigger than we are, and it does not revolve around us.  Like the teacher in the Talmud, Maimonides reminds us that even the gnat preceded us in the order of creation.





“THE WORLD PURSUES ITS NATURAL COURSE”





	This non-anthropocentric perspective carries over into Maimonides’s discussion of the nature of divine providence, which occurs in chapters III: 17 and 18 of the Guide.  Here, Maimonides presents several different views that people hold about God’s role in earthly events.





	On one extreme lies the opinion of Epicurus, the Greek philosopher who denied the existence of any sort of providence and insisted that, ultimately, the world is governed entirely by chance.  The antithesis of this position is represented by the Ashariyya, an Islamic sect which maintained that “nothing ... is in any respect due to chance, for everything comes about through will, purpose, and governance.”  God is directly responsible for every breeze that blows and leaf that falls.�





	Maimonides seems to seek the middle ground.  He clearly rejects the Asharite claim that God watches over particular plants and animals, though he believes there is divine providence for entire species.  He cites biblical texts to show that God cares about the existence of lions, for example, but does not intervene -- for good or bad -- in the life of any individual lion.  Maimonides asserts that while the Eternal One provides an ecological niche for every type of creature, when “this spider has devoured this fly” it is an act of pure chance.�





	Maimonides’s view on divine providence for human individuals is more complicated.  At first, he appears to unequivocally reject those who put humanity on a par with the other animal species.  He points out that the Torah makes explicit statements about God watching over certain people.  However, when he elaborates on this discussion, Maimonides indicates that his notion of divine providence for human individuals is quite different from the traditional understanding of a beneficent and omnipotent God who rewards and punishes each of us according to our merits.�





	Instead, Maimonides believes that human beings receive the benefits of providence in proportion to their 


knowledge.  The more learning we attain, the more benefits we are granted.  Providence is not the graceful gift of a God who watches over your ship at sea during a storm; it is, rather, the wisdom not to get on a rickety boat when the weather bodes to turn ill.  Therefore, human beings who are ignorant of God’s (and nature’s) ways are just like 


individual animals -- entirely lacking providence.�   In short, while perhaps it “would not be proper for us to say 


that [for humans] providence watches over the species and not the individuals,” Maimonides concedes that nature 
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cares nothing for us.  The best we can do is use our God-given intellects to protect ourselves from some of its more dangerous -- from our perspective -- offerings.  As the Talmud teaches, “the world pursues its natural course,” oblivious of human needs and desires.  Once again, we see that we are a rather small part of the cosmos.�





IS THERE COMFORT IN OUR INSIGNIFICANCE?





	Significantly, for Maimonides, the fact of humanity’s relative smallness is not only true, but also satisfying.  He concludes that:





		When a person knows his own soul, makes no mistakes with regard to it, and 


		understands every being according to what it is, he becomes calm and his 


		thoughts are not troubled ...�





	This perspective echoes that of Job, who responds to the ultimate divine demonstration of humanity’s insignificance with the words, “I am comforted, for now I know that I am dust and ashes.”�  In both cases, a heightened awareness of our finitude creates an abiding sense of peace.





	Many others have shared this experience. Mystics have always sought to lose themselves in the infinite; transcendentalists delight in their smallness amidst the world’s terrible grandeur.  Biologists, paleontologists and astronomers understand our insignificance and sometimes rejoice in it; so does anyone who has ever looked up 


from the bottom of a deep canyon or high mountain peak and felt both awe and happiness.





	Yet, for most people, this perspective has its problems.  In her masterpiece of natural history and theology, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard declares, “Evolution loves death more than it loves you or me.  This is easy 


to write, easy to read, and hard to believe.  The words are simple, the concept clear -- but you don’t believe it, do you?  Nor do I.”�  Like Annie Dillard, we want to believe we matter as individuals, even if nature’s evidence points to the contrary.  On the human level, we struggle with the possibility of a brutally amoral world.  We treasure the individual above all -- our friends, parents, children -- thereby defying the law of the jungle.  Our rage 


and shock at the pain and death of loved ones may be futile, but these feelings are at the core of what makes us human.  Parents whose child dies from a snakebite may rationally understand that snakes are not an evil; they, too, have their ecological niche.  Perhaps these parents might even concede that if they had possessed more providence -- i.e. knowledge -- they may have been able to protect their child from poisonous snakes.  Still, it is unlikely that all of this reasoning would provide the grieving parents with any real consolation.  Even if they were both devoted herpetologists, they might want to go out and kill the remaining venomous snakes on their property.  Philosophically and scientifically, Maimonides may be right, but emotionally we are drawn back to Razi.
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A CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVE ON THE RAZI - MAIMONIDES DEBATE





	Maimonides and Razi lived centuries ago.  The world as we know it today is, paradoxically, at the same time both more Razian and more Maimonidean.  On the one hand, we humans are more central than ever before, albeit all too frequently in a negative capacity.  We have unprecedented power over the rest of the creation.  Unlike our ancestors, we are capable of wiping out tens of thousands of species.  We can also create new ones through genetic engineering.  Modern technology has lengthened the reach of our dominion.





	On the other hand, contemporary science also accentuates our insignificance.  James Hutton’s discovery of geological “deep time” in the 1780s taught us that humanity’s sojourn on earth has been little more than the blink of an eye.  We really are last in the order of creation, long after the gnats, needless to say the trilobites and dinosaurs.  Then, Darwin’s theory of evolution postulated that we owe our existence largely to chance.  For Maimonides, at least there was providence for the species.  The Darwinian world of nature red in tooth and claw takes away even this bit of consolation.





BETWEEN DUST AND DIVINITY





	So, like the Rabbis of old, we, too, ask: what is our place in the scheme of things?  Now, as then, one answer lies in maintaining a sense of scale and balance.  In his essay, “The Golden Rule,” paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould reminds us that the vastness of geological time and the long run inevitability of every species’ extinction do not relieve us from our short term responsibilities to the rest of the creation.  It is probably true that, in the end, 


human life on earth will have almost no measurable lasting impact.  But though we may not pose a threat at geological scales, “such vastness has no impact upon us.  We have a legitimately parochial interest in our own lives, the happiness and prosperity of our children, the suffering of our fellows.”� 





	Similarly, Maimonides warns that the proper sense of humility, which follows from knowing our true place in the world, should not deteriorate into self-deprecation.  In the neo-Aristotelian tradition, he speaks of the ideal mean that lies between the excesses of conceit and self-loathing.  Maimonides consistently seeks this balance.  While, as we have seen, he clearly castigates those who consider humanity to be the measure of all things, he also 


cautions against overreacting and denying the worth of human existence.  For all of our failings, we are still, “the noblest thing that is composed of the elements ... singled out and perfected by God.”� One is reminded here of the words of Psalm 8, which first asks, “What is humanity, that You should take notice of us?”  then asserts, “Yet You have made us little lower than the angels, and crowned us with honor and glory.”�





	Awareness of our relative smallness can be comforting.  However, most of us need to balance this sense of finitude with the belief that what we do truly makes a difference in the world.  As the hasidic adage teaches, we carry around two truths, and take them out according to the need of the moment.  One says, “For my sake the world was created” and the other reads, “I am dust and ashes.”  We remember our ultimate insignificance, even as 
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we exercise our power and responsibility.  We live somewhere between self-depreciation and conceit, acceptance and control.  Or, returning to our previous example, we recognize that divinity does indeed dwell in the venomous serpent, whose bite can instantaneously demolish our carefully constructed lives -- but it abides as well in the wisdom of the doctors who develop and deliver the anti-venin.





	TWO ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS: STEWARDSHIP AND DEEP ECOLOGY





	This same tension between our smallness and our power defines two competing schools of thought within the contemporary environmental movement.  The “stewardship” model emphasizes our capacity to affect the rest of the creation, for good or ill.  Our challenge is to use this unique gift beneficently, to be loving caretakers of the earth.  This position is grounded in God’s commandment to Adam to work the soil and watch over the world.�





	By contrast, the “deep ecology” model portrays humanity as just another transient species, of no greater moral value or significance than any other flora or fauna.  We are simply one tiny strand in the web of life.  Therefore, it is both arrogant and nonsensical to assume that our planet needs any stewards.  It did fine before our arrival and will undoubtedly thrive when we are gone.  We find echoes of this position in the Voice which speaks to Job from the whirlwind: “Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?  Who set its cornerstone when the


morning stars sang together and all the divine beings shouted for joy?”�





	Each of these two perspectives has its own strengths and weaknesses.  Deep ecology arose as a twentieth-century response to humanity’s history of environmental degradation.  The movement’s founders, such as the 


Norwegian philosopher Arnie Naess have criticized the anthropocentrism of stewardship and pointed to our poor record on ecological issues as proof of its failure to protect the planet from our exploitation.  Their critique reminds us of the danger and foolishness of appraising the entire creation by our own human standards.  They powerfully reaffirm the intrinsic value of every species, not just those that are useful to people.  Like Maimonides reprimanding Razi, they declare that “all the other beings, too, have been created for their own sakes.”





	Yet if it is true that the life of a human being has no greater intrinsic value than that of a flower or a frog, why should we bother trying to change our ways and repair the damage we have done?  If we really are insignificant, why worry about conserving water, writing our congresspeople and recycling our waste?  Deep ecology successfully punctures our arrogance, but, taken to its logical end, can easily lead to apathy.





	Stewardship asserts that our actions make a measurable difference.  Its advocates recognize that, at the very least, humans are in a unique position due to our power over and responsibility for the welfare of the natural world.  They provide us with genuine incentives to live in a fashion that is ecologically sound.





	However, as the past has often shown, the noble ideal of stewardship has frequently deteriorated into 
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domination and despoliation.  People claiming to be earth’s caretakers have done horrendous things to it.  The line between use and abuse is a fine one, indeed.  When stewardship feeds an already bloated will to power, the results can be disastrous.





	This is why, in the end, we need both of these movements: to provide the balance that calls us to action while keeping us humble.  Like Razi, the disciples of stewardship emphasize humanity’s centrality.  They urge us to choose environmental responsibility and restraint.  Like Maimonides, the deep ecologists remind us that we are only a tiny speck in a vast cosmos.  They help us appreciate the significance of those parts of the creation that may not be so comfortable for us.





“LET US EXAMINE OUR DEEDS”





	Our sages taught that for two and a half years, the school of Shammai and the school of Hillel disputed.  The school of Shammai argued that it would have been better if humanity had not been created.  The school of Hillel insisted that it was better for humanity to have been created.  Finally, a vote was taken, and it was decided: “It would have been better if humanity had not been created, but now that we are here, let us examine our deeds.”�





	Perhaps the earth does not need us around to tend it.  The planet might have been better off without humanity.  Maybe it is just vanity and inflated self-importance that lead us to believe that we, created just a geological instant ago, should bear any responsibility for a world that has been evolving for 4.5 billion years.  Still, for the duration that we are here, we would do well to heed the prevailing talmudic majority and, aware of our finitude, weigh our actions and do our best for ourselves, our descendants, and the rest of God’s extraordinary creations.
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NOTES


1.	Sanhedrin 38a					





2.	Moses Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, section  III:12.  Translated from the Arabic by Shlomo Pines 	(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963).  All quotations from the Guide are my gender-inclusive 	adaptation of the Pines translation).					





3.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:12.				





4.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:13.							





5.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:13; Genesis 1:1-31.





6.	Psalm 144:4; Isaiah 40:15 as cited in Guide of the Perplexed, III:12.





7.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:12.





8.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:14.





9.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:14.





10.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:17.





11.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:17.





12.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:17.





13.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:17 and III:18.





14.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:18 and Avodah Zarah 54b.





15.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:13.





16.	Job 42:6.  Following the translation of Stephen Mitchell and others who read Job’s statement nechamti as 	“I am comforted” rather than the traditional “I repent”.





17.	Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (New York: Harper and Rose, 1974), page 176.





18.	Stephen Jay Gould, “The Golden Rule,” in Eight Little Piggies (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 	1993) page 49.





19.	Guide of the Perplexed, III:12.  See also Maimonides’s works on ethics, such as Shemonah Perakim.





20.	Psalm 8.  This paradoxical emphasis on humanity’s smallness yet ultimate significance pervades many of 	the Psalms and much of our liturgy, especially during the Days of Awe.





21.	Genesis 2:15.  This verse provides a balance to the dominion granted humanity in Genesis 1, defining it 	in the context of stewardship.





22.	Job 38.  The entire speech coming from the voice in the whirlwind is a magnificent poetic expression of 	humanity’s smallness amidst the terrible grandeur of the creation.





23.	Eruvin 13b.
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