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The passage of the Endangered Species Act thirty-two years ago marked a moment of
great human nobility. To save from extinction species identified by scientists as gravely
threatened by human activity, the American people provided resources for research,
planning, and enforcement to preserve imperiled plants and wildlife and the places they
call home. As a result, many of the frailest elements of the North American web of life
were spared final destruction and given a chance at rebirth. Of more than 1,800 species
under the Endangered Species Act’s protections during the past three decades, only nine
have been declared extinct — a remarkable record of the Act’s positive impact. This

represents stewardship in keeping with America’s great conservation heritage.

Today, however, the Endangered Species Act is itself endangered by impatience,
ideology, and shortsighted, even deceptive, policymaking. Some organizations and
members of Congress have been seeking to weaken its habitat protections, hamper the
processes of identifying and listing fragile species, politicize what is supposed to be
scientific decision-making, and otherwise alter the law in ways that would violate its

beneficent vision and set back its accomplishments.

Distinguished voices from diverse communities are forging unique partnerships to
prevent such action. Religious leaders and scientists, who may have different visions of
how and why the Earth originated, are together affirming a universal moral imperative to
protect all life on Earth. And in religious life itself, across traditional and often
challenging denominational and ideological boundaries, people of faith are discerning a
mandate for stewardship of creation deeply embedded in biblical scripture and

commentary.

In this spirit, therefore, and in full agreement with a recent statement by the Academy of

Evangelical Scientists and Ethicists, which calls upon religious communities to
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emulate “the biblical example of Noah as a model for being faithful to God’s call to
protect endangered species from extinction,” we seek here to affirm the Jewish
community’s longstanding commitment to protect biological diversity. We also affirm
our conviction that the Endangered Species Act is one of our generation’s richest
fulfillments of our biblical destiny as b'tselem elohim, created in the image of God
(Genesis 1: 26), with the unique power and responsibility to shape, preserve, and renew

creation through the work of our hands, our hearts, and our minds.

Jewish texts clearly state that all species deserve our wonder and protection. “Of all that
the Holy One created in the world, not a single thing is useless,” teaches the Talmud

(B. Shabbat 77b), while the Midrash elaborates, “Even those creatures that you may look
upon as superfluous in the world . . . they too are part of the entirety of creation. The
Holy One effects purpose through all creatures, even through a snake, a scorpion, a gnat,
a frog” (Genesis Rabbah 10: 7). Every species of plant or animal is thus understood by

Jewish tradition to occupy an ecological niche in our interdependent, living world.

Furthermore, Jewish tradition puts preservation of the environment squarely on our
shoulders. “Do not spoil My world, for if you do, there is nobody to fix it after you”
(Kohelet Rabbah 7: 13).

Today, in a time of marvelous innovation and discovery, science has given the ancient
environmental wisdom of Judaism new strength and meaning. Genetics, ecology,
taxonomy, medicine, and other sciences all indicate that life is an interconnected web
whose diversity of species is an irreplaceable boon to human health and well-being. Gene
research and genome mappings have shown how every creature and plant carries within it
a life-urge that is eons older than any scripture. The ongoing discovery of new species,
and those rare instances when we learn that species we thought extinct cling to survival,
point to the strength of the life-urge and its capacity for renewal — if we humans will
only seek to transcend our baser natures and rise to our religious, ethical, and legal
responsibilities of stewardship, both individually and collectively. But, as noted by the

Ecological Society of America, a professional society representing more than 8,000
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scientists around the world, “The loss of biological diversity that we are currently

observing is unprecedented.”

Two great disciplines, religion and science, have pointed us in the direction of universal
values and wise policy. Science points the way with trail markers of objectivity and
understanding. Religion then offers tools with which to discipline ourselves to put aside
greed, self-deceit, and narrow self-interest, and to embrace, instead, the profound
responsibilities assigned to us as the guardians of creation. Rabbi Elijah Gaon, the

18" century sage of Vilna, taught that: “Torah and science are intertwined.” The Jewish
people have a long, proud history of fulfilling his teaching — as innovators in the

scientific community and as believers in science as a pathway to human dignity.

We are particularly disturbed, therefore, by criticisms of the Endangered Species Act that
undermine the role of science in environmental decision-making. Recent legislative
initiatives and policy reports have distorted statistics, used unrealistic timetables,
questioned the integrity of scientists, and couched themselves in pseudo-scientific
language in ways that amount to what the Jewish tradition calls g neivat da’at, stealing
the mind. We urge instead that discussion of the Endangered Species Act’s ongoing
relationship to species recovery, land use, economic development, political ideology, and
other concerns be conducted as “controversy for the sake of heaven,” which the Jewish
tradition describes as having “lasting value” (Pirke Avot 5: 19). Surely the goals of the
Endangered Species Act are goals “for the sake of heaven,” with value that stretches deep
into our past and holds profound promise for our future. In July 2004, more than 400
members of the scientific community wrote members of Congress, expressing “serious
unease with proposals in Congress that may undermine the integrity of science and thus

further distort or hamper endangered species conservation decisions.”

We call upon U.S. policymakers to emulate the forethought, self-restraint, and prodigious
effort modeled by the biblical Noah — ““a righteous man . . . blameless in his
age” (Genesis 6: 9). While the Bible says little about the actual labors that Noah and his

family endured to save Earth’s countless species from the floods of extinction,
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the 16™ century Midrash Tanhuma portrays him as a man of foresight who planted and
cultivated cedar trees over the course of a century — all the while planning the

construction of his cedarwood ark and withstanding the mockery of his neighbors.

To us, the Endangered Species Act is the legislative equivalent of Noah’s cedar grove.
We are determined, with our allies in other faith communities, to see it maintained and

strengthened as a resource for building our environmental future.
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