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Judaism and the Weather!
From the Forward

Actually, Jews Do Control The Weather by the Forward
Opinion
Avi ShafranMarch 23, 2018Forward Montage
Last week, a D.C. Councilman named Trayon White took to Facebook to claim that the Rothschilds control the climate.
That European business dynasty has for many years been the stand-in for Jews in the minds of anti-Semitic conspiracy theorists who see the Jewish family empire, and by extension Jews in general, as pulling the strings of the World Bank and various governments.
What prompted the councilmember to post his rumination about the weather was a brief snowfall in D.C. He expressed surprise at the white stuff falling from the sky and asserted it was the work of the Rothschilds, who have “climate control” abilities. He soberly explained that members of the family “create natural disasters they can pay for to own the cities.” Then it came out that it was not the first time he’d spoken thusly of the Rothschilds.
Mr. White’s weather analysis drew wide criticism from an alphabet soup of Jewish groups, as well as from D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser and other council members. White apologized immediately and profusely.
In the wake of his apology and his characterization of the unfortunate episode as “a learning experience,” he should be forgiven for falling for a centuries-old hoax.
Besides, Jews do control the weather.

Well, “control” is a bit of overstatement. But we have undue influence over it, at least in the eyes of the Jewish religious tradition and those who revere it.
As it happens, the thought is very much a seasonal one. The days of wine and matzah rapidly approach. Nor’easters notwithstanding, spring, and Pesach, are in the air. And on the first day of the holiday, Jews the world over who recite the traditional Amidah will omit, for the first time since the end of Sukkot, the incantation to God, “Who causes the wind to blow and the rain to fall.”
The Amidah, known to many as Shemoneh Esrei (literally “the 18,” a reference to the number of blessings it once contained; a 19th was added in Talmudic times -– long story), is the essential part of the Jewish prayer service. While chapters of Psalms, the Shma and other elements are added to the morning service, and, on certain days, the Torah is read, it is the Amidah that the Talmud calls tefillah, or “prayer.”
And during the winter months, a phrase is inserted in its second blessing, acknowledging the Creator’s past granting of the precipitation needed during that season, and implying a request for that gift. Another phrase added to the Amida in the winter explicitly asks that God “provide dew and rain as a blessing over the earth.” Though the supplication is intended primarily for the Holy Land, the need for precipitation is, of course, universal.
Of course, our prayers aren’t always answered in a positive fashion. That’s the nature of prayer; we can only request. But our actions empower our requests; the Hebrew verb for “praying” exists, pointedly, only in the reflexive form, implying that it is essentially an act upon ourselves. And so we do, or can, make a difference. In the Shma as well, the blessing of rain is overtly tied to the Jewish people’s actions, specifically to our fealty to the Torah’s prescriptions.
So Trayon White was right. He was just overly focused on one Jewish family, and may not have appreciated the mechanism through which we Jews have an effect on, among other things, the weather.
I was one of the 92,000 members of the tribe who gathered on August 1, 2012, at MetLife Stadium for the Siyum Hashas celebration of the conclusion of the 12th cycle of the seven and a half year Daf Yomi page-a-day Talmud study program. Before the program began, the sky, solid with dark gray clouds, let loose a strong shower. Those of us who had arrived early imagined we would be singing, quite literally, in the rain. And many had prayed the afternoon prayer with special focus on the omission of the rain phrases.
Then, at 7:00 in the evening, just as the program was about to begin, the clouds became uninterested in us and went their own way (whether south, toward Washington, I really don’t remember). Seats were wiped off and raincoats came off. The multi-hour program proceeded, dry and uninterrupted.
Certainly, as cynics were quick to point out, summer storms are known for not only their ferociousness but their ephemerality. But for some of us, the weather was being controlled, by the ultimate Controller, of course.

And we Jews did have some input.
Avi Shafran blogs at rabbiavishafran.com and also serves as director of public affairs for Agudath Israel of America.

From JTS
The Theology of Meteorology
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Imagine if your weather app displayed not images of sun and clouds, but icons of good and evil, like this: ☺ ☹. Each city might have a virtue index—with the weather forecast tracking not the jet stream but morality, indicated by a friendly or fierce face. City X has been charitable, so they can expect light rains followed by sunny skies, but City Y has seen an uptick in violent crime, so it is in for a drought or hurricane. Such a system sounds absurd, and yet it is basically what the Torah presents as a theology of weather.
Our second portion, Behukkotai, opens with the prediction that if we follow God’s laws, then God will “grant your rains in their season, so that the earth shall yield its produce and the trees of the field their fruit” (Lev. 26:4). If we do not obey God and do not observe God’s commandments, then “I will make your skies like iron and your earth like copper, so that your strength shall be spent to no purpose. Your land shall not yield its produce, nor shall the trees of the land yield their fruit” (Lev. 26:19–20).
Rabbinic literature has preserved numerous legends that correlate rainfall to virtue, none of them more famous or entertaining than the legends of Honi the circle drawer (Mishnah Ta’anit 3:8; JT Ta’anit 66d; BT Ta’anit 22b-23; Megillat Ta’anit Scholion, etc.). During a severe drought, the people ask him to pray for rain, and he does, initially without results. Then, when he persists, God delivers a measly drizzle; he persists further, and a deluge follows. Finally, Honi stands in a circle and demands that God send rains for a blessing. It works, but he is chastised by a rabbinic colleague for his insolence. Never mind, Honi is a favorite of God, and of Jewish children everywhere.
Even within the premises of this climate theology something has always struck me as odd. Rainfall affects entire regions. Why should Israel’s neighbors be blessed or cursed along with Israel? The prophet Amos addressed this with a prediction that rain could fall on one village, or even one section of it, and not the other, in order to indicate divine pleasure or censure (Amos 4:7). The Rabbis offered a more expansive theory—the conduct of Israel determines the climate of all. The appendix (or scholion) to Megillat Ta’anitconnects the legend of Honi to the blessing of Abraham: All families of earth will be blessed through you(Gen. 12:3). In other words, the actions of the few can affect the many. If Abraham and his descendants act righteously, then the entire world will prosper, but if they are evil, then there will be no limit to our woes. Could this be true?
We are living in a time of rapid climate change; the scientific consensus is that humans are causing much of the change, affecting not only ourselves, but the entire biosphere. Plants and animals, bacteria and viruses, and even the physical contours of the land and sea are all changing because of our conduct. Not every change is bad, of course. Longer growing seasons farther from the equator may allow farmers to grow more food. But most of the changes will be devastating, with rising seas imperiling billions of people living at lower elevations, and many other related horrors. The discrete actions of individuals when combined can cause consequences for all organisms that live on earth.
When I was younger, I was sympathetic to the liberal critique of the second paragraph of the Shema (Deut. 11:13–21). That paragraph integrates the same theology of meteorology into our liturgy—if you behave, then the rains will arrive in their due season, but if not, then watch out—the skies will become your enemy, the earth will become barren and you will perish swiftly from the good land that the Lord has given to you. This struck me as mythological and simplistic—as if global weather systems could be explained by the moral conduct of the people of Israel. I understood why the Reform movement deleted this paragraph, though having left Reform Judaism before my bar mitzvah and entered a series of Conservative camps and Orthodox yeshivot, I continued to say these words from a sense of duty.
As I grow older and more aware of the complex climate systems of our planet, I have come to feel that these sentences of the Shema are more important than anything else found in the prayer. We ought to guard our conduct carefully, acting with virtue and avoiding vice, or else the consequences will be severe. “Virtue” and “vice” today have everything to do with the climate. People who act with wanton disregard, wasting resources, polluting air, land and sea, are guilty of ruining the world for everyone. I realize that there are religious people who believe that God will always clean up our messes, but this strikes me as the height of ingratitude. People who act responsibly, reducing, recycling, and reusing their resources, are the truly religious, respecting the magnificent gift of life on earth.
The book of Job includes a taunt from God, “Do you know the laws of heaven?” (Job 38:33). The word for “laws” (hukot) is the same word as in our parashah’s title, Behukkotai. Job wonders if humanity can ever understand God’s laws of nature, but Leviticus demands that we at least act as if we do. This explains the true virtue index of climate change—if we act in partnership with God, then the natural resources of our world will continue to flourish, and we will be blessed upon the good land that is our only home.
The publication and distribution of the JTS Commentary are made possible by a generous grant from Rita Dee (z”l) and Harold Hassenfeld (z”l).
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Who Controls the Weather?
By Chaya Shuchat
It seems that we have come full circle.
There was a time when people believed they could control the weather. In every society were rituals to bring forth rain—from sacrifices to special prayers to rain dances.
Later, people became enlightened and learned that rain depended on outside forces beyond our control. Singing and dancing have no effect.
Now the pendulum has swung in the other direction. Human behavior has a great deal of influence on weather patternsScientists have come to realize that human behavior has a great deal of influence on weather patterns. Industrial activity releases unprecedented levels of greenhouse gases into the air, raising global temperatures and contributing to rising sea levels, desertification and perhaps more savage storms. Every extreme weather event—from hurricanes to ice storms—is greeted by a media hoopla reminding us that climate change is responsible.
Long ago, we may have attributed a freak storm or a devastating hurricane to divine retribution, and even in the not-so-distant past, natural disasters were referred to as “acts of G‑d.” Today, however, we are ready to accept a much more direct responsibility for catastrophic events.
What does the Torah have to say on the matter? Can we control the weather? What is our responsibility toward the environment? To what lengths must we go to protect open spaces or endangered species? And are we at fault for natural disasters?
The Torah portion of Bereishit is fundamental in establishing the role of man within the order of creation and sheds light on some of the thorniest environmental issues of today.
Let’s examine several verses in order:
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a3058566]1. In the beginning, G‑d created heaven and earth.1
The very first verse of the Torah establishes the inconvertible truth: The world belongs to G‑d, full stop. Our approach to environmental issues needs to be built on this foundation. How does G‑d want us to treat His world? Are we using it in the way He intended?
[bookmark: footnoteRef2a3058566]2. G‑d said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness, and they shall rule over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the heavens, the animals, all the earth and all the creeping things that creep upon the earth.”2
In this verse, G‑d is contemplating the creation of mankind and envisioning the role we would play. We find two themes in this verse: We are created in the image of G‑d, and we are given the responsibility of ruling over all other creatures. These two facts go hand in hand. Our right to use natural resources or to modify the environment is predicated on our recognition that we are here as G‑d’s representatives on earth, responsible for safeguarding all of creation.
[bookmark: footnoteRef3a3058566]3. G‑d blessed them, and G‑d said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and rule over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the sky and the beasts that tread upon the earth.”3
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a3058566]Here, G‑d is not convening with the angels, but addressing Adam and Eve directly, laying out their role on earth. In addition to “ruling” over the creatures of the earth, G‑d adds two more directives: to be fruitful and multiply, and to “subdue” the earth. Chassidic teachings explain that the word “subdue” refers to our work of transforming the world into a place that reflects its creator.4
This verse does not give us license to exploit the world’s resources and harm the environment. On the other hand, it is not meant as an indictment of all human industrial activity. In an ideal world, all human endeavor is a means to an end. G‑d created a world that is “subduable,” one that can be manipulated and reshaped by man, but only to serve a higher purpose—to reveal the G‑dly unity within all of creation.
When we take a beautiful landscape and replace it with a cityscape, is this an abomination of G‑d’s earth? If the creation of the city will help more people live, work and function in order to better serve G‑d, then it is not an abomination but an enhancement of the earth. We must ask ourselves: Does our industry contribute to greater unity and cooperation between people? Do we use our inventions to help each other or to exploit one another? And—have we built the city in the most eco-friendly and sustainable way, giving back to the earth rather than depleting it? We were given a G‑dly power to shape our environment. How we apply that power is up to us.
[bookmark: footnoteRef5a3058566]4. These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created, on the day that the L‑rd G‑d made earth and heaven. Now no tree of the field was yet on the earth, neither did any herb of the field yet grow, because the L‑rd G‑d had not brought rain upon the earth, and there was no man to work the soil. And a mist ascended from the earth and watered the entire surface of the ground.5
These verses encapsulate the symbiotic relationship between humankind and the environment. G‑d had created the world completely, yet had not brought rain to irrigate the earth and actualize the earth’s potential. For this, He awaited the creation of Adam, who would recognize the need for rain and pray for it.
[bookmark: footnoteRef6a3058566]It may sound strange, but in Chassidic thought, the rain that falls from above is a symbol of our work below.6 There is an intimate relationship between human activity and rainfall—which we have always understood in a spiritual sense, but are now just beginning to unravel in a physical sense as well. The “mist” referred to in this verse is There is an intimate relationship between human activity and rainfallour activity, our efforts to work with the world, elevate it and make it more spiritual. In return, G‑d reciprocates and “waters the entire surface of the ground,” saturating the world with His goodness.
When we pray for rain, we ask not only for precipitation but that G‑d send gishmei brachah, rains of blessing. We ask that G‑d send us rain in the right time and in the right amount. And this, indeed, depends a great deal on us. We ask that G‑d bless our endeavors. We ask for the wisdom and strength to use the resources that G‑d has given us in the proper way—in a way that respects every element of creation and reveals its G‑dly source. Then we will enjoy G‑d’s blessings and dwell peacefully on earth, sustained by G‑d’s full, open and holy hand.
FOOTNOTES
1.
Genesis 1:1.
2.
Genesis 1:26.
3.
Genesis 1:28.
4.
See Sefer Hasichot 5751, vol. 1, pp. 80–86.
5.
Genesis 2:4–6.
6.

Sefer Hasichot 5752, vol. 1, p. 148.
By Chaya Shuchat
Chaya Shuchat is the author of A Diamond a Day, an adaptation of the chassidic classic Hayom Yom for children, as well as many articles on the interface between Chassidism and contemporary life. She is a pediatric nurse practitioner with a master’s degree in nursing from Columbia University.
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