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BAL TASHCHIT SAYS: “DON’T WASTE IT, 

MAKE IT LAST”! 
 

Outline for Discussion 
 

OUR JEWISH SOURCES TELL US THAT IT IS WRONG TO WASTE THINGS. 

TEXTS TO EXPLORE: 

 

1. The way we derive this from the Torah is from the prohibition to cut 
down trees unnecessarily during warfare: 

When in your war against a city you have to besiege it a long time in 
order to capture it, you must not destroy (“lo tashchit”) 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, to 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 siege-works 
against the city that is waging war on you, until it has been reduced. 

(Devarim 20:19-20) 
 

 
2. The midrashic collection Kohelet Rabbah teaches us that God made us 

the stewards, the caretakers of the earth, in this beautiful Midrash: 
When God created the first human beings, God led them around the 

Garden of Eden and said: “Look at my works! See how beautiful they 
are—how excellent! For your sake I created them all. See to it that you 
do not spoil and destroy My world; for if you do, there will be no one 

else to repair it.” (Kohelet Rabbah 7:13) 
 

  
3. In the Talmud we find the following: 

- Rav Zutra says, “One who covers an oil lamp, or uncovers a naphta 
lamp, has violated bal tashchit.” (Shabbat 67b) Rashi there explains 
that doing either of these things causes the fuel to burn faster and 

uses up more than is necessary. 

 
- Whoever breaks vessels, or tears garments, or destroys buildings, or 

clogs wells, or does away with food in a destructive manner violates 

the negative commandment of bal tashchit. (Kiddushin 32a) 
 

 

4. The Rambam (Maimonides – 12th century) in his code of law, the 
Mishneh Torah, summarizes the prohibition as: 

Not only the trees, rather whoever breaks vessels and rents garments, 
destroys a building and obstructs a wellspring, or wastes food in a 

destructive way transgresses the mitzvah of "bal tashchit". (Hilchot 
Melachim 6:10) 
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TEXTS TO EXPLORE, ”bal tashchit” – continued: 
 

5. The Sefer Hachinuch (13th century Spain; explores and explains all 

the mitzvot found in the Torah parasha by parasha) says on Halachah 
#529: 

The purpose of this mitzvah (bal tashchit) is to teach us to love that 
which is good and worthwhile and to cling to it, so that good becomes 

a part of us and we will avoid all that is evil and destructive.  
 
This is the way of the righteous and those who improve society, who 

love peace and rejoice in the good in people and bring them close to 
Torah: that nothing, not even a grain of mustard, should be lost to the 

world, that they should regret any loss or destruction that they see, 
and if possible they will prevent any destruction that they can.  
 

Not so are the wicked, who are like demons, who rejoice in destruction 
of the world, and they are destroying themselves. 

 
6. And more recently, in 19th century Germany, Rabbi Shimson Raphael 

Hirsch wrote: 
Yea, "Do not destroy anything" is the first and most general call of 

God...  God's call proclaims to you, "Do not destroy anything! Be a 
“mentsh”! Only if you use the things around you for wise human 
purposes, sanctified by the word of My teaching, only then are you a 

“mentsh” and have the right over them which I have given you as a 
human…. In truth, there is no one nearer to idolatry than one who can 

disregard the fact that things are the creatures and property of God, 
and who presumes also to have the right, having the might, to destroy 

them according to a presumptuous act of will….(Horeb, #56) 
 

 

Discussion: 

- Do you think that the negative commandment of “bal tashchit” applies 

to the way you use all forms of energy? What about renewable 
energy? What about ritual uses? 

 

- Which of the above text selections do you think applies the most to the 

issue of wasting energy? What would be the modern equivalent 
situation? 

 

- What do the Sefer Hachinuch and the Shimon Raphael Hirsch 

selections have in common? Do you think that the way you use energy 
indicates something about your values? Your character? Your 

education? 


