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Introduction to Environmental Awareness as a Jewish Responsibility

Rationale for Unit: There is a clear sense in our Jewish texts that environmental awareness is in fact as much a
Jewish responsibility and commandment as so many other aspects of our lives. Yet, this may not be given
enough expression in many of our schools and educational programs. It is the intent of these first lessons to
begin this study at the same place that we begin so much of our text study and establishment of a blueprint for
our lives as Shomer Mitzvot Jews, in the beginning chapters of the book of Bereshit.

e Suggestion to the Teacher: These lessons, which will take about three class sessions, can be used in the
beginning of the year; preferably before the three learning units that are suggested in this program.

Big Ideas: In this first unit, we will present materials and lessons that will address several BIG IDEAS that
will run through all of the units and their lessons.

These are:

1. Caring for the environment is a specific and important Jewish responsibility as indicated in our source
texts (e.g. Torah, Talmud, etc.) and Halacha/instructed practices of our lives as Jews.

2. Awareness of and caring for the environment in a responsible manner reinforces our relationship to
both the land that G-d created and the Creator of that land.

3. There are many precedents in our texts and history of awareness, need for, and practice of this
responsibility.

4. Commitment to Environmental Sustainability is critical in insuring the safety and well being of future
generations of mankind and the Jewish nation as part of that massive family.

Critical Themes: In exploring these BIG IDEAS, we will emphasize the following CRITICAL THEMES
throughout these lessons as organizing principles:

Izzun/Balance — G-d created the world with an inherent balance and then gave us both the responsibility and
instructions needed to maintain that balance. How do we mindfully and purposefully maintain this balance as a
specific Jewish responsibility? While the world was originally created with this balance (see text lesson on
Bereshit/Noah), it quickly fell into imbalance and disrepair due to the thinking and desires of human beings.
How do we commit ourselves to and craft an ongoing program of maintaining this Izzun, whereby we actively
work to repair the world that

G-d has given us and work towards reclaiming the originally intended balance that G-d had ordained in a way
that is true to and informed by Torah teachings and text?

Bal Tashchit/Not Wasting Resources — We must remember that we have an infinite amount of desires and
possible uses for the products of our environment and earth but only a finite amount of resources and must use
the land and its products appropriately and judiciously. This is a basic teaching in developing a Jewish
approach to the environment.

Le’ovda U’Leshomra/Working and Caring for the land — We are instructed to work and guard/maintain the
land, with the goal of protecting it and its balance. This is truly a challenge and specifically demands that we
balance a sense of self-interest with an understanding of and commitment to the greater collective good while



purposely insuring the sustainability of our environment while still recognizing our need to use it. How do we
do this?

Critical Questions: In exploring and developing these BIG IDEAS, we will continually ask the following
CRITICAL QUESTIONS, while confronting the challenges they present along with our students:

1. What does it mean for us to care for the land and take responsibility for its welfare and health according
to Jewish teachings?

2. How will observing these teachings and the practices they indicate lead to Environmental Sustainability
for all of us as B’nai Adam - citizens of the world and as members of B’nai Yisrael — the Jewish people?

3. How can I come to accept the responsibility and commit myself to a series of ongoing practices in caring

for the land that G-d has given us in a meaningful manner that is reflective of the Jewish teachings and
dictates to which I hold myself accountable?

Learning Objectives: Our goals for the students who participate in these lessons are as follows:

1. Learn Torah-based texts that support and promote the Jewish responsibility to care for and nurture as
well as interact meaningfully with the environment and its elements;

2. Identify Environmental Sustainability and its various components as a specific Halacha-ordained Jewish
responsibility and connect this responsibility and its elements to Hagim and Jewish seasons, which

provide opportunities for heightened awareness of this responsibility; and

3. Engage in related activities that illustrate how our actions and raised consciousness can contribute to
Environmental Sustainability; and commit to an ongoing plan of action for continued engagement.
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Unit One: Introduction to Environmental Awareness as a Jewish Responsibility

Lesson One: G-d’s Original Intentions for the Land and Us

Estimated Time: Two class sessions, approximately 35 - 40 minutes each
Suggested for Upper Elementary and Middle School Grades

The Roots of our Connection to the Land

Trigger Activity: The teacher shows students a picture, puzzle or some visual aid of their choosing to begin the
discussion of our connection to the environment. Either the Science teacher or the Jewish Studies teacher can
do this. Suggestions include but are not limited to the following:

1. A series of photographs of various scenic sites that are beautiful as well as some that show waste and
decay. Alternatively show a slide series of a beautiful scenic area and then imagine what it might look



like in fifty years. Perhaps a student’s family took a vacation trip to the Rocky Mountains or some area
of beauty and that could be used.

2. A short film, including any number of film clips that are available (ask the teachers in your Science
department or your local public library for suggestions) that address our environment and our
relationship to it.

3. Take a walk with your students around a certain area close to your school that shows any combination of
environmental care and/or lack thereof.

4. For many wonderful additional suggestions, go to http://www.greenflagschools.org/L.essonPlans.htm
and choose a puzzle, game or activity for your students. Again, check in with the Science teacher for
help in making this choice. Go to the Teachers’ Lounge at this site and look at Puzzles and
Wordgames as well as Colouring Sheets for a quick trigger activity for your class. You will have to
log in initially; just follow the very simple instructions. Another great resource is
http://www.epa.gov/teachers/teachresources.htm

For ideas about teaching about the interdependence of our environment and its beauty, there are many
good websites. Here is one suggestion: www.globaled.org/curriculum/interdep.html

After the trigger activity, ask students for reactions to what they just saw, experienced and/or discovered.
Allow for sharing.

At this point, the teacher asks the students: So, do you see this need to care about the environment as a
Jewish Responsibility? Allow for sharing. Write your own observations here; students will be asked to do the
same.

[Time Frame: Approximately 20 — 25 minutes, depending on chosen trigger activities. ]

Teacher asks Students: Where in our Jewish texts do we find the first indication of the relationship between
G-d, us and the land on which we survive and thrive?

e Students should be allowed to answer — give a few moments and then move on. Students should sit in
pairs (Chevrutot) as they are working through this lesson. That way, the teacher can easily move back
and forth from “Learn with your partner” to “Let’s now see what we have found” modes. This should
continue throughout this text-based study. It is recommended that the teacher have students learn the



texts and answer questions initially in their chevrutot, and then come back together and share and
process their work with the entire group.

Let’s consider the very beginning of the story of Creation of the World which is how our Torah begins:
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¢ In the beginning G-d created the heavens and the land. And the land was unformed and void and
darkness was over the surface of the deep and a wind of G-d was over the water. G-d said, “There shall
be light” and there was light. And G-d saw the light and that it was good and G-d separated the light
from the darkness. G-d called the light day and the darkness, G-d called night; and it was evening and
morning, one day/period of time.

Note that a bit later in this chapter, we read as follows in verses 26 — 29 of this first chapter of the Torah in
looking at the story of the Creation of the world as we know it:
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e And G-d said, “Let us make a human in our image, after our likeness; they shall rule the fish of the sea,
the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth. And all the creeping things that crawl upon the earth.”
And G-d created the human in G-d’s image, in the image of G-d was he created, male and female, G-d
created them. And G-d blessed them and G-d said to then, “Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and
master it; and rule the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky and all living things that creep on the
earth.” And G-d said, “Here I give you all of the seed bearing plants that are upon all of the earth, and
every tree that has seed bearing fruit shall be for you as food.”

Further, in the following chapter of Bereshit, we read about how there was not a steward entrusted with the care
of the land that G-d had created. G-d then creates the human being from the dust of the earth and places the
human in the Garden of Eden that G-d had created. In Chapter Two, verse 15, we read:
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¢ And G-d took the human and placed him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.

Let us take note of words that are used to indicate how we should relate to the land.

1. Look at 1: 26 — 1:29. What words are used to indicate how the human being is to relate to the land?

2. Look at 2:15. What words are used to indicate how the human being is to relate to the land?



3. Do you see any conflict or inconsistency between these different directives?

4. Consider the following statement and react to it:

“...there is a conflict built into the very essence of the human-Nature relationship. On the one hand,
we are meant to utilize and exploit Nature. Considered the pinnacle of Creation, the world was created
for our use, to conquer and manipulate. On the other, we are merely the custodians of a perfect,
divinely created world. Adam and Eve were placed in the Garden of Eden to nurture and protect it.”

Quoted from Le’ovda U’leshomra:Judaism and the Environmental Ethic, by llana Stein, in
Compendium of Sources in Halacha and the Environment, Ora Sheinson and Shai Spetgang, editors,
Jerusalem: Canfei Nesharim Publication, 2005.

¢ (an you find and identify a place for the different tasks and roles indicated in the texts above in this
statement?

* Do you see the balance — the Izzun between each of these different roles and how they can (and have to)
be combined in our approach to the land?

® (G-d intended for us to be stewards and maintain and cultivate all aspects of G-d’s Creation, insuring that
all that G-d created interacts in a reciprocal and healthy manner of sustainability. This was G-d’s system
of interdependence. Look back at the texts from this lesson and consider where you see indications that
this notion of us depending on all elements of our environment and the reciprocal dependence of these
elements on us is expressed.




Suggested follow up activity: Go back with your class and look at Chapter One of Bereshit. Note how
different elements are added as G-d moves along in G-d’s creative activity and that at times along the way, G-d
“pauses,” so to speak, and we see G-d’s stamp of approval in the refrain, 210 7

Can we see this as “G-d’s approval” of G-d’s intended system of interdependence? Think of the final statement
when this process is completed; what is G-d saying here about the totality of what G-d has created?
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¢ And G-d saw all that G-d created and behold it was very good and there was erev and there was boker,
the sixth yom.

[Time Frame: Approximately 45 - 50 minutes, including movement between group work and whole class
processing of various elements. If all elements are used, this may take two full lessons. ]
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Unit One: Introduction to Environmental Awareness as a Jewish Responsibility

Lesson Two: Something Went Very Wrong

Estimated Time: One and a half class sessions, approximately 55 minutes

Suggested for Upper Elementary and Middle School Grades

Let’s think about this together: Focus on our interaction with the land continues throughout the Torah and the
later classical texts that document our involvement with the land. These references are integral as we learn
Halachot and teachings about every aspect of our lives. They teach us to have a conscious and reciprocal
relationship with land; that is to be appropriate and careful stewards of this system of interdependence. Does
this in fact characterize how we utilize and think about our resources and our use of them?

Consider the following statement,
“We have a finite amount of resources to serve an infinitely growing degree of desires and wants for their use.”

How does this statement “stand up” in terms of the texts we have just explored from our Torah in our last
lesson, especially Bereshit 2:15?
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What was 779713? How were the humans to originally live in it? Have we in fact continued to practice the
prescribed actions of AU 772v7? Why or why not?

Think about it and get ready for action: With your chevrutah/learning partner, list ways in which you think
we interact with our environment that do not successfully follow the practice and maintain the balance of A72Y%
RYY. As you create your list, think of things that you do individually, your family does, and our
community does in terms of using and interacting with our environment that may cause harm and hurt its
balance. You might want to label your list accordingly:

1. p—personal use
2. f—family use
3. ¢ —community use




Now, hold on to this list. We will be using it in future lessons as we think of ways in which we can use our
resources and interact with our environment in more healthy and balanced ways.

[Time frame: 15 minutes]

Let’s continue our study: So, let’s think again about the way that G-d intended for us to live. Originally G-d
set up our world and the perfect intended system of interdependence, in which human beings, animals and
plants and the land that supports all of us was to exist in harmony and an ongoing state of sustainability. But, as
we know, something went terribly wrong even in the very beginning with our first family. By the time of the
generation of Noach, these problems reached irreparably problematic proportions.

Look at this text that appears in the second Parsha of our Torah, Parshat Noach.
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e These are the generations of Noah; Noah was a righteous man, he was complete and perfect for his
generation; Noah walked with G-d. Noah had three sons — Shem, Ham and Yefet. The earth became
corrupt before G-d; the earth was filled with violence. G-d saw the earth and all of its corruption;
because all flesh had corrupted its way on the earth.

What is so wrong by this point?

Who/what has been involved in causing what is wrong to happen?

Who/what is feeling the impact of what went wrong?

Let’s think about this together: So, we as humans may have the best of intentions but unfortunately, we can
get in our own way when our actions do not match our intentions. As Torah-observant Jews, we claim that the
lessons and instruction we need are all found in our Torah and its supportive instructions as indicated in the




Talmud and elsewhere. In the cycle of our lives, we find it challenging to constantly remind ourselves of the
need for accepting the ongoing responsibility to think not just of the immediate needs and desires we have but
to do long range strategic planning and live accordingly.

What do I personally do that is not the most economical use of resources that I could change? (Remember the
list from Lesson I)

What about my family?

What about my community?

How/what could I change in my use of resources that would promote Environmental Sustainability that is not
too hard but just involves my being more aware of the gift of the land that G-d gave us to use? (Now, we are
beginning to address and work towards Izzun in our use and working of the land while committing ourselves to
the mitzvah of Bal Tashchit.)

[Time frame: Approximately 20 minutes]

Now lets commit to action: Margeret Meade tells us that if each person would take care of their own square
foot of the world, we would all be better off in so many ways. Do you understand what this means for you as an
individual and for us as a group? This should be discussed for a while.

So, let’s decide as a group on between three to five actions we will commit ourselves to during the coming
months to see if we can in fact make a difference individually and collectively. What would we like to do
as actions to become more aware of and protect our environment in which we live?
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Some possibilities are:

Turning off water when not in use

Turning off lights, computers, electrical appliances when not in use

Using both sides of paper

Making sure thermostats are set at reasonable temperatures

Daily measurement of the trash our group produces; can we lessen the amount by being more aware of
it?

® More conservative use of paper supplies and other “disposable” supplies, to make them last and
conserve waste; can we chart out some of these trends in our Science class or in some public place in our
school?

Watching the packaging of new things we purchase

Measuring amount of food thrown away daily; trying to lessen the amount.

Begin a composting program.

Use of alternate forms of transportation when moving from place to place in close proximities (Consider
that walking is one of the most healthy things we can do!)

The goal here is to find three to five DOABLE and REALISTIC actions that can be sustained by this group for
a period of time during this coming year. Check the various resources indicated here for additional ideas; talk to
the Science teacher, find out what else is being done in your community. Once you have committed your group
to these three to five actions, publicize them in your school and try to get others to join your efforts as you work
to increase the degree of Environmental Awareness in YOUR school community. You might also want to
define three to four checkpoints during the year at which you evaluate how you are doing. One way to do this is
to define five actions and set a timetable, e.g. we will begin using both sides of the paper and turn out lights
immediately; we will begin a campaign to have members of our community be conscious of packaging and see
if we can change our buying habits by X, and so on.

List these actions here:

[Time Frame: 20 minutes]
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