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A RABBI, a priest, and an imam receive a message from 
God. He’s had enough of mankind’s sins, and intends to 
punish them with a flood, more lethal than Noah’s. The 
priest goes to his people, reports the message, and asks 
them to repent, appealing to Jesus for their admission to 
heaven. The imam goes to his people, reports the message 
and tells them to accept the will of Allah. The rabbi goes to 
his people and says, “Jews, we have a few days to learn how 
to live under water.”

This joke that provides the title to this project illumi-
nates the best Jewish response to crisis, adversities, ca-
tastrophe: we become creative – and try to have a laugh 
on top of it. The Ghetto of Venice embodies this historical 
condition: limited by very harsh restrictions in a partially 
segregated area, Venetian Jews reacted by forging a vibrant 
community, blending diverse Jewish and Italian elements 
and becoming a focal point for Jewish communities by dis-
seminating texts and ideas all around Europe and beyond. 
In the perilous present moment, we follow that inspiration 
and legacy  as the planet faces the unprecedented challenge 
of climate change.

Beit Venezia (from the Hebrew bayit – home) is a pro-
gram for Jewish thought and culture, encouraging both 
residents and international visitors to live, learn, and create 
in Jewish Venice. We aim to be a bridge between the past 
and the future and between people of all cultures and re-
ligions, fostering the values of tolerance, diversity, and co-
existence. In October 2018 Beit Venezia invited to Venice 
five international artists – Andi Arnovitz (lead artist), Lynne 
Avadenka, Meydad Eliyahu, Ken Goldman and Leora Wise 
– to provide a Jewish perspective on climate change, driv-
en by the conviction that the Jewish civilization has much 
to offer to the world at large. In The Great Derangement, a 
book that is very inspiring for us, the Indian writer Amitav 
Ghosh warns us that “the climate crisis is also a crisis of 
culture, and thus of the imagination. [...] When future gen-
erations look back upon the great derangement, they will 

Venice was for centuries a focal point for Jewish life and culture. 
Against all odds, its Ghetto, founded as a place of segregation in 1516, 
became a cosmopolitan crossroads of different Jewish communities 
and an influential place for cultural exchange between Jews and non-
Jews. Marking the Ghetto’s 500th anniversary in 2016, Beit Venezia 
(from the Hebrew bayit – home) is a program for Jewish thought and 
culture, a bridge between the past and the future and between people 
of all cultures and religions, fostering the values of tolerance, diversi-
ty and coexistence. Beit Venezia enables both residents and interna-
tional visitors to live, learn, and create in Jewish Venice. 
Learn more about us at: beitvenezia.org

certainly blame the leaders and politicians of this time for 
their failure to address the climate crisis. But they may well 
hold artists and writers equally culpable – for the imagining 
of possibilities is not, after all, the job of politicians and bu-
reaucrats.”1 Ghosh also identifies Venice as a focal point for 
our necessary reflections, a city uniquely vulnerable to sea 
level rise and uniquely stimulating with a glorious past of 
equilibrium between human achievements and environ-
mental sustainability. 

The residency was focused on production, experience, 
critical discourse, networking, and participation. The invit-
ed artists examined the role of climate change as it relates 
to Venice, explored the city, met with the local Jewish and 
Venetian community, engaged and discussed with both 
biblical and environmental scholars. Within the project we 
had the benefit of hosting Nigel Savage and Andrea Most, 
having long distance lectures by Michael Kagan, Alon Tal 
and David Miron-Wapner, and enjoying the privilege of 
reading the seminal essays that are reprinted in this Zine. 
The culmination of the program are the artworks featured 
here, created at the superb facilities of Scuola Internazio-
nale di Grafica. 

The final aim of the project is to raise awareness about 
climate change through this Zine in Jewish communities, 
organizations, and beyond. Beit Venezia is very grateful to 
the artists and scholars who were in Venice: they became 
friends as much as partners. We thank all the participants, 
and all the individuals and institutions that gave their fun-
damental support. Special gratitude goes to Andi Arnovitz 
for her artistic vision and her leadership; to Hazon and Nigel 
Savage for their invaluable partnership; to Scuola Internazi-
onale di Grafica and their wonderful staff; to Dov Abramson 
for the beautiful design of this publication; to the Jerusalem 
Biennale for hosting our first exhibition; and to all the gen-
erous donors who are acknowledged on the previous page. 

Jewish art may help us continue to live above water, af-
ter all. 

1 Amitav Ghosh, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable, 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016, pp. 9, 135.
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We face a global climate crisis. Jewish tradition compels us to re-
spond. Hazon, the Jewish lab for sustainability is working to mobilize 
Jewish resources (human, physical and cultural) to make a more sus-
tainable world for all. 
Information at: Hazon.org



In October of 2017, Beit Venezia approached me 
with an idea. They wanted to do  a project in Venice, about 
climate change, exploring what Judaism has to contribute 
to the conversation.

You do not have to try very hard to convince an artist to 
spend time in Venice.

In fact, for artists who identify Jewishly, the Venetian 
ghetto serves as a kind of magnet – pulling one in, and yet 
pushing one back – demanding the artist to find relevant, 
visual responses.

This has been a dream project. Beit Venezia, specifically 
Shaul Bassi and Giuseppe Balzano, gave me the great free-
dom to assemble a group of gifted artists – accomplished 
printmakers all – and to create a framework for learning 
and formulating an artistic platform to inspire dialogue 
and exploring this most critical issue of our time.

All of the artists, Ken, Lynne, Leora and Meydad, are in-
credibly gifted, with diverse backgrounds and skills. Artists 
can often be persnickety and egocentric. This group is wild-
ly talented, but they are also incredibly kind and thoughtful 
human beings. For three weeks, as guests of Beit Venezia, 
we listened, painted, walked, toured, drew, printed, cooked, 
commiserated, did each other’s laundry, and learned con-
tinually from one another. Looking back, we all agree that 
we experienced something that bordered on the magical.

The contrasts were great: living together in a fabulous 
ancient Palazzo while participating in Skype lectures with 
scholars nine time zones away, working in a venerable, old, 
etching atelier learning about state-of-the-art, non-toxic 
printmaking techniques. Visiting the twenty first century 
highly controversial MOSE water project, whose structures 
are only accessible by boat, and studying the great works 
of Tintoretto while trying to formulate our own personal, 
graphic responses to this immediate and threatening issue. 

This Zine is the product of over one year’s worth of cre-
ating, writing and sharing. It is meant to start a conversa-
tion about what Jewish tradition has to say about turning 
this global catastrophe around. It is also the showcase jewel 
in a traveling exhibition – something that will excite and 
generate dialogue. I must recognize Dov Abramson and his 
designers here – as they fell in love with the project and 
gave the Zine the very best a world-class graphic design 
team can possibly give. Roberta Feoli and Lorenzo de Cas-
tro at the Scuola Internazionale di Grafica gave us the most 
beautiful and exceptional etching studio to work in, Nigel 
Savage jumpstarted us on this journey with his incredi-
bly gentle yet compelling teaching skills, and Andrea Most 
continued that teaching and giving over as scholar-in-res-
idence. Later, Shaul Bassi spent hours editing. There are 
many people who believed in this project and whom we 
thank formally on these pages. Lucia Veronesi created a vi-
sually exciting video that recorded the artists’ journeys. To 
each of the scholars, I want to say a special thank you for 
opening up our minds to  this complex issue and encour-
aging us to use the power of art to create awareness and 
encourage people to re-examine their choices.

~
My deep hope is that we all, the artists, scholars, activists, 
and Beit Venezia, have created something which will be 
used, re-circulated, quoted and examined, debated, shared, 
and pondered. A single image can jolt us out of our stupor. 
Whatever you find in these pages that makes you pause, 
that prods you into rethinking your habits and beliefs, that 
shocks you out of complacency and  facilitates change and 
action on a personal level, will have made the entire project 
and all the hours that we put into this project worthwhile. It 
was a privilege to be part of it. 

 - Andi Arnovitz

ANDI ARNOVITZ: INTRODUCTION4



at Scuola Internazionale di Grafica printing studio with Roberta Feoli
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ken goldman, pond, 2018
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Andi Arnovitz  lives and works in Jerusalem, Israel. A 
conceptual artist, she uses etching, digital information, 
and various printmaking processes, as well as fabric and 
thread, to create print series, artist books, and large-scale 
installations.  Andi has exhibited her work in England, 
China, the United States, Israel, Spain, Poland, Finland, 
France, Lithuania, Canada, Italy, Mallorca, and Bulgaria. Her 
work is in many private collections in both the United States 
and in Europe, as well as in major universities, museums 
and institutions, including the Library of Congress, the 
Smithsonian, the Israel National Library, the Museum of Art 
in Ein Harod,  Yeshiva University Museum, and the Diaspora 
Museum. 

andiarnovitz.com

Lynne Avadenka is an American artist/printmaker 
who creates multimedia work informed by the Jewish 
experience. She is the director of Signal-Return, a 
community print shop in Detroit, Michigan. Awards 
include a Kresge Fellowship in 2009 and individual artist 
grants from The National Endowment for the Arts and The 
Michigan Council for Arts and Cultural Affairs. Avadenka’s 
work is in the permanent collections of The British Library, 
London; The Detroit Institute of Arts; The Israel Museum, 
Jerusalem; The New York Public Library; The Library of 
Congress, Washington, D.C.; The Meermano Museum, The 
Netherlands; The Watson Library; and The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.

lynneavadenka.com

Meydad Eliyahu lives and works in Jerusalem, Israel. An 
interdisciplinary artist, Meydad creates works which deal 
with the complex and historic layers of a specific place. 
He has taught art in many institutions in Israel and is the 
co-founder of several art galleries and art publications. He 
has received many prizes, among them a Jewish culture 
grant from the Memorial Foundation and the Israel Ministry 
of Culture award for Outstanding Young Artist. He has 
exhibited in Krakow, Poland; was part of the Kochi-Muziris 
Biennale in Cochin, India; and has exhibited in Denmark, 
Berlin, the United States, and in major museums and 
galleries in Israel.

meydadeliyahu.com

andi arnovitz Lynne Avadenka Meydad Eliyahu
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Leora Wise is a painter, printmaker, and performance artist 
who lives and works in Jerusalem, Israel. Her work is both 
figurative and narrative; its characters and content are 
sourced from mythology, folktales, and family history. Her 
images, at once innocent and enigmatic, are open to multiple 
interpretations.  Leora has performed and exhibited in Israel 
and around the world: The Israel Museum, Bible Lands 
Museum, David’s Tower Museum, the annual international 
puppet festival in Taiwan, and at other alternative and site-
specific events. She was awarded the 2001 Jerusalem Artist 
of the Year prize and received a National Lottery grant for 
her production of Alice in Wonderland.

artleora.com

Ken Goldman lives and works in Shluchot, Israel. He has 
been exploring religious sources and creating art with 
timeless, universal themes for over two decades. Subjects 
of personal and public nature such as faith, gender, 
community, otherness and mortality are but some of the 
issues in which he has engaged with his art. The pursuit 
of these subjects and the search for the best way to 
express them has inspired Goldman to experiment with 
a wide variety of two- and three-dimensional media and 
techniques. Ken has works in the permanent collections of 
the Israel Museum, Jerusalem; the Diaspora Museum, Tel 
Aviv; The Rodeph Shalom Museum, Philadelphia; and The 
Museum of Art in Ein Harod, Israel.

kengoldmanart.com

LEora wise KEN goldman



Few texts have had a deeper influence on Western 
civilisation than the first chapter of Genesis, with its 
momentous vision of the universe coming into being as the 
work of God. Set against the grandeur of the narrative, what 
stands out is the smallness yet uniqueness of humans, 
vulnerable but also undeniably set apart from all other 
beings.

The words of the Psalmist echo the wonder and humility 
that the primordial couple must have felt as they beheld the 
splendour of creation:

“When I consider your heavens,
The work of your fingers,
The moon and the stars,
Which you have set in place.
What is humanity that you are mindful of it,
The children of mortals that you care for them?
Yet you have made them little lower than the angels
And crowned them with glory and honour.”

(Psalm 8:3-5)

The honour and glory that crowns the human race is pos-
session of the earth, which is granted as the culmination of 
God’s creative work: “Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth 
and subdue it.” This notion is fortified in Psalm 115: “The 
heavens are the Lord’s heavens, but the earth God has given 
to humanity.” While the creation narrative clearly establish-
es God as Master of the Universe, it is the human being who 
is appointed master of the earth.

Grappling with the challenging notion of humans as 
divinely-ordained owners and subduers of the earth, we 
come face to face with the fundamental questions of our 
place in the universe and our responsibility for it. A literal 
interpretation suggests a world in which people cut down 
forests, slaughter animals, and dump waste into the seas at 
their leisure, much like we see in our world today.

On the other hand, as Rav Kook, first Chief Rabbi of Isra-
el, writes, any intelligent person should know that Genesis 
1:28, “does not mean the domination of a harsh ruler, who 
afflicts his people and servants merely to fulfil his personal 
whim and desire, according to the crookedness of his heart.” 
Could God have really created such a complex and magnifi-
cent world solely for the caprice of humans?

Genesis chapter 1 is only one side of the complex biblical 
equation. It is balanced by the narrative of Genesis chapter 
2, which features a second Creation narrative that focuses 
on humans and their place in the Garden of Eden. The first 
person is set in the Garden “to work it and take care of it.”

The two Hebrew verbs used here are significant. The 
first – le’ovdah – literally means “to serve it.” The human 
being is thus both master and servant of nature. The sec-
ond – leshomrah – means “to guard it.” This is the verb used 
in later biblical legislation to describe the responsibilities of 
a guardian of property that belongs to someone else. This 
guardian must exercise vigilance while protecting, and is 
personally liable for losses that occur through negligence. 
This is perhaps the best short definition of humanity’s re-
sponsibility for nature as the Bible conceives it.

THE  
STEWARDSHIP 
PARADIGM
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

We do not own nature - “The 
earth is the Lord's and the 
fullness thereoF.” (Psalm 24:1) 
We are its stewards on behalf 
of God, who created and owns 
everything. As guardians of the 
earth, we are duty-bound to 
respect its integrity.

We do not own nature – “The earth is the Lord’s and the 
fullness thereof.” (Psalm 24:1) We are its stewards on behalf 
of God, who created and owns everything. As guardians of 
the earth, we are duty-bound to respect its integrity.

The mid-nineteenth century commentator Rabbi Sam-
son Raphael Hirsch put this rather well in an original inter-
pretation of Genesis 1:26, “Let us make the human in our 
image after our own likeness.” The passage has always been 
puzzling, since the hallmark of the Torah is the singularity 
of God. Who would God consult in the process of creating 
humans?

The “us,” says Hirsch, refers to the rest of creation. Be-
fore creating the human, a being destined to develop the 
capacity to alter and possibly endanger the natural world, 
God sought the approval of nature itself. This interpretation 
implies that we would use nature only in such a way that 
is faithful to the purposes of its Creator and acknowledges 
nature’s consenting to humanity’s existence.

The mandate in Genesis 1 to exercise dominion is, there-
fore, not technical, but moral: humanity would control, 
within our means, the use of nature towards the service of 
God. Further, this mandate is limited by the requirement to 
serve and guard as seen in Genesis 2. The famous story of 
Genesis 2-3 – the eating of the forbidden fruit and Adam 
and Eve’s subsequent exile from Eden – supports this point.

Not everything is permitted. There are limits to how we 
interact with the earth. The Torah has commandments re-
garding how to sow crops, how to collect eggs, and how to 
preserve trees in a time of war, just to name a few. When we 
do not treat creation according to God’s Will, disaster can 
follow.

We see this today as more and more cities sit under a 
cloud of smog and as mercury advisories are issued over 
large sectors of our fishing waters. Deforestation of the rain-
forests, largely a result of humanity’s growing demand for 
timber and beef, has brought on irrevocable destruction of 
plant and animal species.

We can no longer ignore the massive negative impact 
that our global industrial society is having on the ecosys-
tems of the earth. Our unbounded use of fossil fuels to fuel 
our energy-intensive lifestyles is causing global climate 
change. An international consensus of scientists predicts 
more intense and destructive storms, floods, and droughts 
resulting from these human-induced changes in the atmo-

sphere. If we do not take action now, we risk the very surviv-
al of civilisation as we know it.

The Midrash says that God showed Adam around the 
Garden of Eden and said, “Look at my works! See how beau-
tiful 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.”

Creation has its own dignity as God’s masterpiece, and 
though we have the mandate to use it, we have none to de-
stroy or despoil it. Rabbi Hirsch says that Shabbat was given 
to humanity “in order that he should not grow overween-
ing in his dominion” of God’s creation. On the Day of Rest, 
“he must, as it were, return the borrowed world to its Divine 
Owner in order to realize that it is but lent to him.”

Ingrained in the process of creation and central to the 
life of every Jew is a weekly reminder that our dominion of 
earth must be l’shem shamayim – in the name of Heaven.

The choice is ours. If we continue to live as though God 
had only commanded us to subdue the earth, we must be 
prepared for our children to inherit a seriously degraded 
planet, with the future of human civilisation put into ques-
tion.

If we see our role as masters of the earth as a unique 
opportunity to truly serve and care for the planet, its crea-
tures, and its resources, then we can reclaim our status as 
stewards of the world, and raise our new generations in an 
environment much closer to that of Eden.  

An international religious leader, philosopher, 
award-winning author and respected moral voice, 
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks is a frequent 
and sought-after contributor to radio, television 
and the press both in Britain and around the world. 
He served as the Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew 
Congregations of the Commonwealth between 
1991 and 2013, and has since held a number of 
professorships at several academic institutions. 
Rabbi Sacks has been awarded multiple honorary 
doctorates and is the author of over thirty books. 
Rabbi Sacks was knighted by Her Majesty The 
Queen in 2005 and made a Life Peer, taking his seat 
in the House of Lords, in October 2009. 

JONATHAN SACKS: THE STEWARDSHIP PARADIGM10





An artistic intervention is when one artist imposes his or her art onto something else.
As a way of working together, getting to know each other, and jump-starting the project, the five artists were sent blank pieces of paper during the summer 
of 2018. They were required to make some kind of art with it, and then pass it along to the next artist to “intervene.” Things appear and then disappear, are 
buried or manipulated out of their original context. The result is 25 different images, a progression, full of layers, a metaphor for both Venice and civilization.

Intervention project

FROM LYNNE AVADENKA'S SKETCHBOOK
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“The whole wide world is waiting, 
waiting for the song of Shabbat” 

Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach z”l (1925 – 1994)

The Shabbat is critical to the future of human civilization, 
certainly its quality and probably its very survival.  Consid-
er it as the most original and surprising invention created 
by humans, or gifted to them by the Divine.  To cease work 
for a whole day flies in the face of common sense, especially 
in agrarian societies where there is no time to rest from the 
labors of the field. Especially to a slave-orientated society, 
as the Israelites were in Egypt, where time was not their 
own.  And especially in our modern industrial/consumer/
digital society where everything is “on” all the time – 24/7. 

Shabbat is understood to be the central and dominant 
feature of the Jewish religion.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Hes-
chel described the Shabbat as “A Palace in Time” meaning 
that one day a week - 24/1 – we could enter the ethereal 
palace of the King and there find glory in the Presence.  But 
Heschel was referring to the time after the destruction of 
the Temple – the time of the dispersion.  From the sages of 
the Talmud we learn that Shabbat is a reflection of the Holy 
Temple, and from the mystics we hear that the Holy Temple 
was a reflection of the Garden of Eden, and that the Garden 
of Eden was a reflection of Perfection itself.  Thus the Shab-
bat exists in all dimensions: in time, in space, and in spirit.

One of the great philosophers of modern Zionism – Ahad 
Ha’am – illustrates: “more than the Jews have kept Shabbat, 
the Shabbat has kept the Jews.”  The Jewish attachment to 
the sanctity of the seventh day, or rather the Jewish attach-
ment to sanctifying the seventh day, is at the core of Jewish 
life.  For centuries it is not just the commandment “You shall 
work for six days and rest on the seventh day” (Ex. 34:21)
has been understood as “You shall work for six days in order 
to rest on the seventh day.”  The difference is not so subtle: 
during the hardest times, the Shabbat became a blessed re-
lief from the rigors and torments of daily life.  Shabbat was 
and remains an entry into an alternative reality, a guarded 
portal into heavenly Jerusalem, where the Jews celebrate 
their freedom from enslavement, and God celebrates God’s 
freedom to Create.  

In Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical tradition, Shabbat 
holds an even greater significance.  It is the day the Shek-
hina, the feminine aspect of God, descends from a holding 
position of hovering above to fully resting in this physical 
world.  Shabbat becomes the time when we reconnect to 
our higher souls. We become true humans in the sense of 
“reflections of the Divine” rather than somewhat intelligent 

primates, human beings rather than just human doers.  This 
is the time when the unification of opposites is effected, 
when man unites with woman, when two become One.

On Shabbat, we say “no” to the encroaching world of 
achievement, success, profit, gain, and pain.  It is the time 
to let go of action.  We are with what truly counts – fami-
ly, friends, good food, study of holy texts, love-making, and 
sleep.  It is no wonder that it was adopted, albeit with vari-
ations, by the two other children of the Abrahamic inheri-
tance, Christianity and Islam.  

We further learn from the opening chapter of the Bible 
that Shabbat is not Jewish any more than the sun or the 
moon or Adam and Eve are Jewish.  The Shabbat is part of 
the creative process of existence.  It is part and parcel of the 
fabric of the universe.  It is the momentary resting point be-
tween the expanding universe and the collapsing universe.  
It is the pause between breathing in and breathing out, be-
tween breathing out and breathing in.  Shabbat moments 
exist in every aspect of living, dynamic systems since every 
living, dynamic system consists of oscillatory rhythms that 
move between activity, rest, and renewed activity.  That is 
why the Earth must have its Shabbat.  It must be allowed 
to cease its work and enjoy the rest that comes on the Sab-
batical year.  And then there is the Jubilee, the Sabbath of 
Sabbaths, the Holy of Holies.

So Shabbat is in the very hardwiring of creation.  

And then it was reduced to a form that could be protect-
ed and preserved and remembered, and given to a people 
that had just experienced the miracle of the transition from 
slavery to freedom, from no free will to complete free will. 
Because ultimately the Shabbat is the highest expression of 
the exercise of the Divine gift of free will, the ability to say 
“yes” to the transcendent and “no” to the ego/self.  That is 
why on the Shabbat servants are also free and on the Great 
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Shabbat – the Jubilee Year – all are freed.
The Jews have been carrying this carefully wrapped pack-
age ever since it was entrusted to them at Sinai.  But, and 
this is often forgotten, they are only the messengers, the 
carriers, the couriers, of the gift of Shabbat.  This is the se-
cret of the Jews.  Christianity, in some but not all its config-
urations, also held the package precious for many centuries 
but seems now to have put it aside.  The blue laws of the 
USA are all but dead, replaced by commerce.

The world is in need of Shabbat.

There is a prophecy that one day it will all be Shabbat.  What 
does this mean? Do I really yearn for a time when I will nev-
er do 24/7 what, as a Shabbat observing Jew, I do not do to-
day for 24/1? On Shabbat  I do not activate electrical devic-
es; I do not cook, or change the substance of nature; I do not 
watch television, listen to my iPod, check my email, surf the 
Internet, or engage in commerce.  I do not use money in any 
form – metal, paper, plastic, or digital.  I do not write or par-
ticipate in creative processes with the exception of learning 
sacred texts.  I do not try to fix this broken world but rather 
sanctify it through prayer, community, quality time with 
my children and grandchildren, and the enjoyment of foods 
that I have prepared before the setting of the sun on Friday 
afternoon.  

So what is this prophecy about? It refers to a change in 
consciousness; a complete spilling over of the awareness of, 
and intimacy with, the Divine from the seventh day to the 
rest of time.  And what is this awareness?  It is the aware-
ness that nothing is mine and that all belongs to the Divine.  
That the earth is not my plaything with which to do as I 
please, nor is it my enemy to be conquered and vanquished.  
That the earth and all that dwell within are part of the Divine 
dance of love.  That I am a partner with all of creation in the 
evolution of consciousness and the preparation of this plan-
et as the house of the Lord for all peoples.

Ultimately Shabbat is not a particular day of the week 
nor is it exclusively for the Jewish People.  Shabbat moments 
occur whenever the heart is opened to the other, whenever 
room is made for the indwelling of the Divine, whenever the 
selfishness of the ego is reduced, and the desire to take is 
relinquished.  

May we all be blessed with Shabbat 24/7. 

The Shabbat is part of the 
creative process of existence.  
It is part and parcel of the 
fabric of the universe. It is 
the momentary resting point 
between the expanding universe 
and the collapsing universe. 

Michael Kagan is a scientist with a PhD. in 
chemistry, an entrepreneur, a film-maker and a teacher 
of Holistic Judaism. He is the author of The Holistic 
Haggadah (2004, 2017), The King’s Messenger: A 
Parable About Judaism (2013), God’s Prayer: A Sacred 
Challenge to Humanity (2014), and Beyond Time and 
Space – Poems for Lovers (2016) and the editor of All 
Breathing Life – At the Interface Between Poetry and 
Prayer (2011).
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We have one home. I will share with you teachings 
about several ships, and link them to our current situation.

With seven and a half billion of us and 10 billion species, 
the earth is our collective ship. Jumping ship is out of the 
question. So we have to figure out how to make it work here, 
together. 

An ancient Jewish teaching from almost 2,000 years ago 
helps illustrate this. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai taught about 
a group of people who were travelling in a boat. One of them 
took a drill and began to drill a hole beneath him or herself. 
The person’s companions said: “Why are you doing this?” 
The person replied: “Why are you concerned about it? Am I 
not drilling under my own place?” They said to him or her: 
“But you will flood the boat for all of us!”  

Imagine being a passenger on this boat, and one person, 
without concern for you or others, jeopardizes your safe-
ty and security. The person drilling a hole on the boat may 
have valid reasons for doing so. Perhaps they want to drop 
a fishing line because they are hungry. Maybe they want to 
use the water to cool their feet or wash. Maybe the boat is on 
a lake and they want water to drink. 

But no matter how rational the reason, drilling a hole in 
a boat to fulfill the desires of just one individual jeopardiz-
es everyone’s safety. Rabbi Shimon’s story warns us of the 
destructive power of letting our selfish desires overtake all 
other considerations. It’s not about whatever floats your 
boat.  

Furthermore, everyone on the boat needs to work to-
gether to ensure this type of behavior doesn’t continue. The 
person drilling the hole is dangerous, but it’s equally dan-
gerous to be the kind of person who doesn’t know or doesn’t 
care what happens. If the boat sinks, it is the fault both of 
the driller and of the others who don’t convince the person 
to stop. That’s why we need all hands on deck. 

On the communal ship we call earth, billions of people 
are drilling holes. Some drill bigger holes than others. We 
might measure the impact in ecological footprints or car-
bon footprint, i.e., the amount of resources each person con-
sumes, and the amount of climate change-causing carbon 
dioxide, methane, and hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs, from air 
conditioners and refrigerators) they add to the atmosphere. 
Praise the Lord who made a big and durable ship for us to 
live on. For hundreds of years, the oceans, boreal forests, 
and rainforests have absorbed tremendous amounts of our 
carbon emissions. But that appears to be weakening, espe-
cially as human population and consumption continue to 
increase. If we dig too many holes and disrupt the climate 
too much, we and the next generations will pay a steep 
price for our excess consumption. This is both a theological 
and a scientific principle. 

We cannot simultaneously curb climate change and ex-
pand consumer society. At its root, the consumer lifestyle 
involves drilling holes in the collective ship, in order to 
produce and dispose of consumer products. The drilling 
metaphor is particularly appropriate for the situation today: 
drilling for oil and gas to fuel the industrial economy has 
made an enormous environmental impact. And while doing 
so is different than drilling a hole in a boat, if we continue 
to drill for gas and oil on this planet, and exploit the proven 

reserves that oil companies have shown to exist, then we 
will likely sink the ship of human civilization.

It is no coincidence that some of the most profound 
environmental lessons come from people on a ship. A per-
son has a much different level of concern for their person-
al safety when on a ship surrounded by water than when 
on land. The people on the ship feel more compelled to act 
when someone acts out of line because they see the damage 
directly and sense that their lives are at stake.  The ship met-
aphor conveys the paradigm that a person is supposed to 
have in living on this planet; a paradigm of consciousness, 
stewardship, and respect.

Yet in our times, the challenge is that the damage is in-
direct. Even if we are aware of our role in the problem, we 
don’t see the effect of our action on a daily basis because the 
atmosphere is so big and complex. One of our biggest chal-
lenges today is recognizing the direct link between our ac-
tions and the larger problem. Turning on a car engine, a light 
switch, or an air-conditioner doesn’t make the earth sud-
denly hot or bring an extreme storm. We are drilling, but we 
don’t fully grasp the impact of our actions. If we did, would 
I look my children in the eye and say, “I am jeopardizing 
your future, and you will pay the price for my lifestyle”? 

The person drilling under their seat may have been ig-
norant of how their action would impact others. If they had 
known the facts they may not have drilled. But the greater 
one's ignorance about their impact on their surroundings, 
the more likely they are to damage it. It’s a big illusion to 
think that what you do only impacts yourself. In our times, 
a significant number of people deny or are skeptical of cli-
mate change, revealing a level of ignorance of the scientific 
consensus on climate change. 

In order to rise to meet this ultimate challenge for hu-
man civilization, we will have to raise the level of our spir-
itual awareness and maturity. A person is able to live at 
varying levels of soul awareness, and a sustainable planet 

will require that we cultivate ourselves to live at higher lev-
els of consciousness. 

To address our challenges in time, we can’t take the slow 
boat to China. As Hillel said, “If not now, when”? Earth is our 
home, and we have a shared responsibility for each other. 
What you do and what I do matter, for ourselves and every-
one else on board.

NOAH’S ARK AND STEWARDSHIP

According to the Midrash, a compilation of teachings from 
the Jewish oral tradition, before the Flood G-d gave humans 
120 years to improve their ways. The Creator did not warn 
people Himself, but chose Noah as his messenger. G-d told 
Noah to build the ark during this period as a sign to the peo-
ple that the flood would come unless they changed their ac-
tions.1 The Midrash continues that during these 120 years, 
Noah planted, watered, and cut down trees to make the ark.2 
Noah said to the people of his generation, “return from your 
evil ways and deeds, in order that the waters of the flood 
may not come upon you and wipe out all human offspring.”3 
This vision of the Midrash portrays Noah as a messenger of 
the Divine imploring them to repent.

How did people miss the message?  We can see parallels 
in modern times.  For example, since the 1970s scientists 
have articulated the theory that the warming of the planet 
may be explained in part by human combustion.4 The In-

1 Eitz Yosef commentary to Tanhuma, Parshat Noah, section five

2 Midrash Tanchuma, Parshat Noah, section five.

3 Pirke D’Rebi Eliezer, chapter 22. Translation by the author. This dvar Torah 
explores the rabbinic approach that Noah as having acted righteously and took 
responsibility. A different Midrash in Midrash Tanchuma sees Noah as not caring 
about the destruction of his generation and not protesting when G-d tells him 
that He will destroy them.

4 Mark Maslin, Global Warming. A Very Short Introduction, Oxford: Oxford 

By Rabbi Yonatan Neril

We cannot simultaneously curb 
climate change and expand 
consumer society. At its root, 
the consumer lifestyle involves 
drilling holes in the collective 
ship, in order to produce and 
dispose of consumer products.

Rabbi Yonatan Neril founded and directs 
the Jerusalem-based Interfaith Center for 
Sustainable Development (www.interfaithsustain.
com) and its Jewish Eco Seminars branch (www.
jewishecoseminars.com). He studied global 
environmental issues at Stanford and received 
rabbinical ordination in Israel. He has spoken 
internationally on religion and the environment, 
including at the UN Environment Assembly in 
Nairobi, the Fez Climate Conscience Summit and 
the Parliament of World Religions. He has co-
organized ten interfaith environmental conferences 
in Jerusalem and the United States. He is the lead 
author and general editor of various publications on 
Jewish environmental ethics.

YONATAN NERIL: drilling holes in our ship14

DRILLING  
HOLES  
IN OUR SHIP



15

A JEWISH EXPLORATION OF CLIMATE CHANGE

tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change was created in 
1988, as an effort by the United Nations “to provide the gov-
ernments of the world with a clear scientific view of what 
is happening to the world’s climate.”5 Their warnings, how-
ever, have gone largely unheeded. Even those who take the 
problem seriously have struggled to significantly change 
their actions. 

The natural world has buffered the effects of climate 
change6, an apparent indication of G-d’s mercy towards us. 
Yet we are starting to witness the effects of our actions. The 
2010 heatwave in Russia and floods in Pakistan, and 2011 
drought in China and the massive grain losses that result-
ed from all three events point to what scientists have been 
warning us about for decades. As in Noah’s time, the climate 
crisis poses a religious question: will we change our actions 
and live in a way that does not cause destruction?

What provoked G-d to carry out the most serious envi-
ronmental catastrophe in human history and wipe away 
virtually all living creatures? The Rabbis of the Talmud 
teach that the judgment was sealed because of the sin of 
robbery (chamas). Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch teaches 
that “chamas [wrongdoing] is a wrong that is too petty to 
be caught by human justice, but if committed continuously 
can gradually ruin your fellow man.” With no one being tried 
for stealing miniscule amounts, store owners suffer signifi-
cant losses and may have to shut down. No one desires or 
intends to cause such an outcome. It simply occurs due to 
the small-scale misconduct of many individuals put togeth-
er.  Yet in response to this human wickedness, the Master of 
the World intentionally destroyed almost all terrestrial life 
by flooding the earth.

Today, perhaps the greatest risk of humans destroying 
the world comes not from those with the intent to do so but 
rather from the collective, unintentional actions of billions 
of people. Seemingly inconsequential actions are having a 
dramatic effect. Small acts by billions of people aggregate 
to global changes: turning on the car’s ignition, buying the 
plane ticket, eating the food that comes from far away. Lit-
tle by little, we are compromising the ecological balance on 
which we and future generations will depend for our sur-
vival. For the first time in human history, we now have the 
ability to destroy or radically alter virtually all life on earth.  

NOAH AS AN ECOLOGICAL STEWARD

Unlike the other people in his generation, Noah took respon-
sibility by building the ark, bringing the animals into it, and 
taking care of them during the flood. According to the Mid-
rash, “throughout those twelve months, Noah and his sons 
did not sleep, because they had to feed the animals, beasts 
and birds.”7 The Midrash also notes that Noah brought a 
grape vine and a fig clipping into the ark in order to replant 
them after the flood.8 These teachings imply that Noah was 
committed to restoring life on a devastated planet. 

University Press, 2004.

5 Online at http://www.ipcc.ch/organization/organization_history.shtml

6  For example, the oceans are believed to have absorbed between 20-35% of 
the carbon industrial society has put into the atmosphere. But now the oceans 
appear to be becoming saturated and less effective at absorbing atmospheric 
carbon dioxide  See the study, “Reconstruction of the history of anthropogenic 
CO2 concentrations in the ocean,” by S. Khatiwala et. Al, Nature 462, 346-349 
(19 November 2009) Online at doi:10.1038/nature08526  A press resource is 
online at http://www.earth.columbia.edu/articles/view/2586 There it says that 
the researchers estimate that today, the oceans hold about 150 billion tons of 
industrial carbon. “The more carbon dioxide you put in, the more acidic the ocean 
becomes, reducing its ability to hold CO2,” said the study’s lead author, Samar 
Khatiwala, an oceanographer at Columbia University’s Lamont-Doherty Earth 
Observatory. “Because of this chemical effect, over time, the ocean is expected to 
become a less efficient sink [i.e. storage source] of manmade carbon.”

7 Midrash Tanhuma 58:9.

8 Genesis Rabba 36:3, cited by the commentary by Rashi to Genesis 9:20. 

Feeding thousands of animals was only part of the work. 
As the Talmud explains, the ark had three levels, one for 
Noah and his family, one for the animals, and one for the 
waste – tons upon tons of animal droppings.9 The rabbinic 
sources debate the layout of the ark and the design of Noah’s 
waste-management system, but it seems likely that Noah 
and his family spent a lot of their time shoveling manure.10 
Whether they systematically removed it from the ark, stored 
it in a designated waste facility, or found practical use for it, 
the Talmud implies that Noah and his family toiled to main-
tain cleanliness, health, and safety on the ark. 
The Midrash teaches that Noah first sent a raven out of the 
ark to see if the floodwater had subsided.  Being one of two 
ravens in the world, it argued with him, fearing it would die 
and then its species would be lost forever. In response, G-d 
instructed Noah to allow the raven back into the ark.11 Noah 
then sent the dove, of which seven were in existence. Thus 
the Midrash portrays Noah as preserving the diversity of life 
on earth.

The Titanic and Climate Change

By continuing with business as usual, we exploit and use oil 
and gas at record levels, despite the warnings of scientists. 
Scientists have revealed something important about how 
the earth works: the more oil we extract, refine and burn, 
the more we will experience a climate changed to become 
more chaotic. 

After Hurricane Harvey, the New York Times quoted 
Maya Wadler, a teenager in Houston whose family’s home 
had recently flooded. “I usually just trust my parents that 
everything is going to be OK. But I looked up and I saw that 
my dad was closing his eyes, the water was getting in his 
eyes. And I just thought: He has absolutely no idea where 
we are going to go.”12

This situation has striking similarities to the story of the 
ship Titanic. The captain Edward Smith had received warn-
ings of potential icebergs ahead, and ignored them. He be-
lieved that the ship – the largest ever built – was stronger 
than nature, even unsinkable. Minutes before the Titanic hit 
the iceberg, steaming at full speed, passengers aboard were 
going about their normal business, assuming that every-
thing was fine. By the time the crew spotted an iceberg, it 
was too late to turn the ship to avoid it. Then the ship hit the 
iceberg and everything changed. 

9 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin 108b

10 This understanding fits with the Ibn Ezra’s general understanding of the ark, 
that it existed within natural law. The Ramban, by contrast, sees the ark as a 
miracle and supernatural occurrence. 

11 Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 38:4. See also Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 108b

12 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/27/us/hurricane-harvey-texas.html?_r=0

The Titanic sank for many reasons. Captain Smith 
missed the window of opportunity he was given, based on a 
misguided belief that a ship could withstand hitting an ice-
berg. Large numbers of people on the ship perished because 
they falsely believed that their leaders were taking respon-
sibility for their safety.

Humanity is on a collective ship and we have set our-
selves on a collision course with an iceberg of our own mak-
ing. The Titanic and Hurricane Harvey provide critical les-
sons for the climate crisis we are facing. 

First, we are in this together. We are 7.5 billion human 
beings on a ship whose direction is determined by our life-
styles and consumption. Much of society goes on conduct-
ing business as usual. For us to change course, we need to 
act collectively.

Second, recent hurricanes and wildfires are warning si-
rens, providing us rare glimpses into the degraded future 
we must prevent. We are heading full-steam ahead for the 
iceberg and in order to avert collision, radical changes are 
necessary in all sectors of society.

When any challenge arises, there is usually a window of 
opportunity during which we can address and deal with it. 
If we ignore the problem for too long, we will lose that win-
dow of opportunity, and we leave ourselves to face a cata-
strophic impact without the ability to do anything about it.  
Right now, we are still within that window of opportunity 
to address the problem. However, continuing with business 
as usual in the coming years will likely close the window, 
jeopardizing our own future as well as that of our children, 
grandchildren and all species on this planet. Earth to Hous-
ton: we have a problem.

Third, we need foresight and long-term thinking. The 
rabbis of the Talmud taught, “Who is the wise person?  The 
person who can see the effect of their actions and what is 
to come.”13 

The moment we learn that an iceberg may be ahead, ev-
erything needs to change. We all need to correct course to 
curb climate change, despite the inconvenience. In the Unit-
ed States, the philosophy of “live free or die” resonates deep-
ly, and many of us are resistant to changing the way we live 
or having our freedoms compromised by policies like a car-
bon tax.  Nature goes by a different motto: live sustainably 
or die, and cities like Houston today prove that sooner or 
later, we will suffer the consequences of our carbon-inten-
sive lifestyles. Choices we can make that impact our carbon 
footprint include how often we fly, drive a personal car, eat 
meat, and buy food from faraway places. We must put both 
the present and future of our children and grandchildren 
first, over maintaining and expanding our own standard of 
living.

Finally, we need motivation. Beyond all the scientific 
and political questions about climate control, the question 
we need to ask ourselves is, how can we control our ship’s 
direction and speed? By living in balance with creation, 
we can steer our future to ensure of the survival of every-
one on board. 

Some of this material was produced as part of the Jewcology project. 
Jewcology.com is a web portal for the global Jewish environmental 

community.

13 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Tamid, p. 32a 
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Even as modern enlightened beings, we live with many 
illusions. Perhaps the most consequential, that humanity 
is separate from the Earth and its surrounding ecology, 
is borne of the predominant materialist and reductionist 
models of life bequeathed to us by the enlightenment and 
the scientific revolution.  Our severed connection with the 
Earth upon which we rely for all real needs leads to an 
over-reliance on and misuse of technology for the violent 
subjugation of the natural environment. 

Long before the biblical psalmist, artists, musicians and 
poets have shaped our consciousness in relation to our place 
on planet Earth. Through those sensitive attuned souls, hu-
manity expressed its reverence, wonder and appreciation 
for the world, from the earliest cave painters, to the story-
tellers weaving myths to explain the starry cosmos, to the 
singers, trumpeters, drummers, and dancers tapping into a 
collective unconscious wisdom. The awesome cosmos still 
inspires the stories that bind us together.

Faith in a common foundational creation myth long of-
fered us comfort in the face of cruel, unfeeling nature. Be-
hind seemingly random events we found spiritual expla-
nations. Each religious tradition has its own mythical story 
about creation. Not all of them can be true, and probably 
most, if not all, are wrong, perhaps not spiritually, but fac-
tually. Now science teaches us that it all started with the Big 
Bang and that humans, like all life, developed according to 
the Theory of Evolution. Together, science weaves a new tale 
of origins.  A true reconciliation of the scientific truth and 
the religious myths is crucial to transforming our relation-
ship with the natural world. 

We can no longer simply and blindly rely on the story 
of a “day-by-day” purposeful creation by an omnipotent 
supreme being. Perhaps well-suited to the predominantly 
agricultural biblical society, the Jewish myth that carried 
us through until the Enlightenment, now needs updating to 
one attuned to a post-industrial world in the throes of eco-
logical crises and collapse. As the shift to this new Anthro-
pocene Epoch becomes more prominent, we struggle anew 
to integrate objective truths of physics and biology with a 
spiritual apprehension of the still vast unknown realms of 
the universe, let alone how our actions have become so con-
sequential to life on Earth.

Yes, ‘n’ how many times must a man look up 
Before he can see the sky? 
Yes, ‘n’ how many ears must one man have 
Before he can hear people cry? 
Yes, ‘n’ how many deaths will it take till he knows 
That too many people have died? 
The answer, my friend, is blowin’ in the wind 
The answer is blowin’ in the wind

- Bob Dylan, Blowin’ In The Wind

Life is a miraculous gift not to be taken for granted. Jew-
ish tradition teaches us to choose life, to follow the path of 
mitzvot. According to second verse of our central prayer, 
the Shema, if we act properly, the rains will come in season 
and the land will yield its produce.  If not, however, a curse 
of ominous disaster awaits. 

Torah permits human dominion over the Earth and its 
resources as long as exercised in the context of the com-
mandment to act wisely as stewards of creation, to tend 
and shepherd the miracle of life in all its myriad variations.  
No matter one’s spiritual beliefs or even lack thereof, we all 
share a deep sense of wonder and awe at the emergence of 
life here on Earth, our small stunning, spinning speck of 
blue in the surrounding vastness.  

At the same historical moment when our exploitation, 
consumption and waste of precious resources reaches new 
peaks decade upon decade, persisting in our illusion of sep-
arateness from the Earth and its intelligent, purposeful ar-
ray of feedback loops and systems threatens all life, includ-
ing our own. Humanity has only recently, and progressively 
since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, obtained the 
power, through the application of science via technology, 
to dangerously impact the Earth’s self-sustaining systems 
evolved over millennia to regulate comfortable living con-
ditions.  The created world where we carry out our dance of 
history is greater than the sum of its parts.  In her vastness, 
the Earth has absorbed reprehensible human abuse from 
burning rain forests, to strip mining, to dumping all manner 
of waste into the oceans and waters, or today’s new econo-
my saving technology, “fracking.” Now with climate change 
in full swing, we are finally awakening to the clear natural 
limits of our rapacious attitudes and practices.

Yet, we tread ever closer to the edge. Despite repeated 
warnings, each more urgent, disturbing, and dire than the 
last; ice sheets melting, acidification of oceans, massive 
bleaching of coral reefs, methane bubbling to the surface in 
newly formed lakes on previously frozen permafrost; these 
scary scenarios leave us fearful and paralyzed. Overcoming 
fear demands facing the truth at the heart of our predica-
ment, a crisis of the spirit, stemming from an imbalance in 
humanity’s relationship with the Earth.  All may not be lost, 
but our window of opportunity to stave off extreme future 
disruptions and disasters is closing fast. 

The whole world is a very narrow bridge,
The important thing is not to be afraid

- Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav

Our actions, personal and collective, as businesses and con-
sumers, in how we design, make, use and dispose of goods 
are matters of distributive and inter-generational justice. 
What we do today, the choices we make, the products we 
use and discard, have significant consequences for the lives 
of our children, grandchildren and countless generations 
to come. Unfortunately, we are failing in our obligations to 
future generations. If you, like many others, feel powerless 
to effect the necessary changes, consider embracing some 
age-old Jewish wisdom: “You are not obligated to complete 
the task, but neither are you free to desist from it.”

All of us are and will increasingly be challenged to act 
and behave differently, without being able to fully rely on 
our past experience as a guide. This is new, uncharted terri-
tory.  How do we respond to a global scale threat seeming-
ly out of our control? In fact, we are totally in control and 
completely to blame.  We are stuck in a vicious cycle driven 
by our profligate consumerism and sense of entitlement 
to enjoy the “good life.”  The consequences of our willfully 
negligent actions now may even put our very survival as a 
species into question.

How we design products to satisfy our real needs, so 
that, just like in Nature, nothing goes to waste, will deter-
mine our level of survival, adaptation, and prosperity in the 
years to come.  Fostering increased consumer demand and 
endless growth has become economic gospel.  Waste is per-
vasive in our “efficient” modern systems. Madison Avenue’s 
incessant messages, now reinforced and ever more widely 
spread by social media, fuel our desires for the latest and 
newest in blatant violation of the 10th Commandment: not 
to covet.  We desperately need new practices, a new way of 
living sustainably in balance and harmony with the world.

ON THE EDGE  
OF THE DELUGE
David Miron-Wapner

How we design products to 
satisfy our real needs, so 
that just like in Nature – 
nothing goes to waste – will 
determine our level of survival, 
adaptation and prosperity in 
the years to come.
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Many of the practices all of us must engage in at the in-
dividual level are familiar, such as recycling and compost-
ing, water and energy conservation, smart thermostats and 
insulation, changing our diet and eating less meat, choosing 
public transportation, driving a hybrid or electric vehicle, or 
riding a bicycle. Others demand collective action commit-
ment. It is all about accepting responsibility and willingly 
sacrificing temporal comforts for existential survival. It is 
not about going back to some pre-modern economy, rather 
it is moving forward to sense the divinity in a harmonious 
balance of the three pillars of sustainability – environment, 
society, and economy.  Practicing sustainable living is the 
cornerstone of adaptation and hope. 

Come gather round people
Wherever you roam
And admit that the waters
Around you have grown
And accept that soon
You’ll be drenched to the bone. 
If time to you
Is worth savin’
Then you better start swimmin’
Or you’ll sink like a stone
For the times they are a-changin’

-Bob Dylan, The Times They Are A-Changin’

Genesis sees humankind, Adam in Hebrew, as being creat-
ed from Adamah – the soil of the Earth – or as science teach-
es us, from the biological mix from which all life emerged 
and has marched continuously towards ever more complex-
ity and diversity. We actually are made up 100% of Earth 
elements – all of us are completely and entirely literally Ad-
amah, albeit each in our own unique configuration; all of us 
imbued with consciousness “in the image of God.”
In God and the Big Bang, Dr. Daniel C. Matt considers the 
Jewish myth of origins and finds in the Garden of Eden a 
fundamental question regarding humanity's responsibility 
for its own fate. As commonly understood, the Creator ban-
ished Adam (the “Earth” man) from paradise for the “sin” of 
eating of the forbidden tree of knowledge, that is, obtaining 
consciousness. However, the original Hebrew can be read in 
the opposite manner; that what actually happened was that 
Adam, upon achieving self-consciousness and an aware-
ness of the reality of life on Earth, separated himself and 
humanity from the oneness of existence, a self-exile from 
the garden. In consequence, our task, both mystically and 
practically, is to repair humans’ connection with the unity 
of all creation. 

Or very simply in Joni Mitchell's words from "Big Yellow 
Taxi":

Don’t it always seem to go 
That you don’t know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone 
They paved paradise 
And put up a parking lot

Change of the magnitude required, and on the scale of 
which Bob Dylan sang in The Times They are A-Changin’ 
will not be easy or smooth.

The line it is drawn 
The curse it is cast 
The slow one now 
Will later be fast 
As the present now 
Will later be past 
The order is 
Rapidly fadin’. 
And the first one now 
Will later be last

With the edge of a Hebrew prophet, Dylan spoke truth to 
the powers that be.  Using the image of time itself, taking us 
both back to the Big Bang and ever forward in our expand-
ing universe, he challenges us to act to save our souls and 
physical existence at the same time.  

Repairing humanity’s spirit by renewing balance and 
harmony to our relationship with the Earth presents our 

greatest challenge. The cumulative, integrated ecological 
crises, with climate change being the clincher and force 
multiplier for all the others, loss of biodiversity, eroded top-
soil, plastic-polluted acidified oceans, bleached and dying 
coral reefs; all threaten human civilization in ways that 
somehow come as a surprise. Social justice issues, racism, 
sexism, poverty, and anti-Semitism demand our attention 
and resolution simply on the basis of common moral values 
and for the quality of society we desire to live in.  Though in-
sidiously threatening, none of these pose existential threats 
to life itself.

Humanity’s collective creative courage and wisdom 
must be summoned in the encounter with a hotter, less 
hospitable world. Adaptation will not be the same slow, evo-
lutionary process allowing us the luxury of time we have 
enjoyed since the dawn of civilization. Rather, ever more 
intense storms, droughts and flooding will challenge our re-
silience and capacity to innovate. Will we respond to these 
new experiences as courageous travelers bound together 
on our beautiful planet’s journey in space or will we merely 
suffer longingly for past comfort as we are buffeted by the 
winds of change?

 “We are urgently in need of a new and powerfully har-
monic vision, one that will allow even the weakest and most 
threatened of creatures a legitimate place in this world and 
protection from being wiped out at the careless whim of the 
creature who stands at least for now at the top of the evolu-
tionary mound of corpses,” teaches the prominent Ameri-
can Jewish theologian, Rabbi Arthur Green.

If the summer kept a secret 
It was heaven’s lack of rain 
Golden days and amber sunsets 
Let the scientists complain 
Came the autumn, drained of color 
Ghosts in the water beg for more 
Maple trees just a little bit duller 
Than the memory of the year before 

- Paul Simon, Love and Blessings

By continuing to burn fossil fuels, we trigger significant 
impacts upon systems of interactive and mutually re-en-
forcing feedback loops; like the release of methane from 
the warming of long-frozen tundra, causing further warm-
ing thus leading to further thawing of the tundra. Or the 

warming of the Arctic winters so less ice accumulates and 
melts earlier, leaving the dark surface of the Arctic Ocean to 
absorb more solar heat than the white of the frozen snow, 
again leading to more warming and less ice cover. Earth’s 
systems were created over the course of eons for a purpose 
- to support Life. Not just human life. Not just now. All life, 
for eons to come, in all its glorious, wondrous, diverse and 
awesome forms.

Formally we still demarcate a clear separation of seasons 
as reckoned by Earth’s endless journey around the sun. Yet 
now one season seems to blend into the next with little vis-
ible change. Or the changes we once were accustomed to 
have shifted, with flora and fauna habitats and seasons out 
of sync. For example, the cedars of Lebanon no longer grow 
where they have since biblical times due to a lack of snow at 
lower elevations. The signs are all around us.  We must re-
spond. Urgently. Science, an objective, rather conservative 
discipline by nature, tells us truth based on observation of 
facts – the time for action is now.

Though climate change is by now settled scientific fact, 
and has been for many years despite deliberate disinforma-
tion, it remains for most of us an unseen threat, or unseen 
until your city is flooded; or the temperatures soar to new 
records month in and month out; or until the normal sea-
sonal regularity of hurricanes and typhoons and their in-
creasing intensity become anything resembling last year’s 
or any in recent memory; or when there seems to be no end 
in sight to your region’s drought and then come the wild-
fires to burn the tinder-dry forests. 

Through our actions, all of us in the developed world 
participate in one way or another in the dominant global 
“free” market, capitalist or statist, resource-intensive econ-
omy, bear individual responsibility for its negative conse-
quences.  Collectively, we act unethically, first and foremost 
towards the poorest among us who have contributed least 
to the unprecedented levels of CO2 in the atmosphere, not to 
speak of generations to follow who stand to inherit an im-
poverished, fractured world. 

We need simple, holistic and eco-ethical practices that 
respond to the question everyone ultimately asks, “What 
can I do to make a difference?” People are willing, yet both 
clueless and in denial that their very comfortable lifestyles 
are complicit. Actions will follow a concerted collective con-
frontation with how we created the mess we are in the first 
place. All peoples of faith in concert with scientists must en-
gage in a global effort to re-shape, re-interpret and re-pres-
ent our foundational myths of creation and the origins of 
life.  Modern humanity needs a collective conscientiousness 
to forge a new relationship with the life supporting and life 
affirming systems of Earth.

Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman, a leading light of progres-
sive Judaism, posits that we need a new “ecological halakha,” 
a set of tradition and science-inspired “how-to” daily prac-
tices, do’s and don’ts. It is nothing less than a new torat hay-
im, a new path of life, a mindful way of living within creation 
and walking lightly upon the Earth.  As his teacher and mine, 
Rabbi Arthur Green, states: “Humanity is in urgent need of a 
new sort of piety, a religious attitude fitting to an environ-
mentally concerned future that is already upon us.”  

How many years can a mountain exist
Before it is washed to the sea?
Yes, ‘n’ how many years can some people exist
Before they’re allowed to be free?
Yes, ‘n’ how many times can a man turn his head,
Pretending he just doesn’t see?
The answer my friend is blowin’ in the wind
The answer is blowin’ in the wind.

- Bob Dylan, Blowin’ in the Wind
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can I do to make a difference?” 
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clueless and in denial that 
their very comfortable life-
styles are complicit.
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I always wonder how the power plant got here, 
three smoke stacks in love with the beach,

and the curious effect they generate, attracting 
sharks to their sodium lights, the local dive shop

is offering tours, and the thin neck of sand,
how it curves,  acquiescent with the wedding couples 

facing North, so there is no possibility of ugliness, 
only small portions of ceviche passed around, 

or mini kabobs, and the bride, foamy white, 
life is beautiful, beautiful and so then are we. 

There is no sound more comforting than the six a.m. 
garbage truck, the sigh of the brakes, the thump of the empty 

bin returning and I don’t even have to roll over, or maybe just 
to my back, and wonder What time do those guys get up? 

There’s an environmental park built on the national dump, 
gone is the wrinkled mountain of trash, the wings of birds 

sucked into jet planes, replaced by bio-gas piped directly,
sewage treated with bacteria, furniture made out of tires and cans, 

while methane trickles back to the core and everything seems 
to work just fine, but I still toss out foil pans and plastic forks, 

oh, and batteries too, I know there’s recycling somewhere, 
but I never seem to get to it. I missed the lunar eclipse as well, 

slept right through the event of the century, that no one alive 
will ever see again, even Mars came by for a look, some negative 

souls declared it a bad omen, but I thought So this is what 
the planets can do, earth unwrapping its cloak of darkness, 

the moon looking bloody and well fed, coming closer and closer.  

JANE MEDVED





The story of the plagues, leading up to the Exodus 
from Egypt, is one of the most famous stories in the entire 
Torah. One of the most dramatic and one of those we know 
the best, not least because we rehearse it at the Passover 
Seder every year.

Even though you know it well, let’s tell it three more 
times.

PSHAT

First, the pshat, the simple meaning.

Moses comes to the Pharaoh and demands that he let the 
Israelites go into the desert to worship their God. Moses ac-
tually intends to take the Israelites away and never come 
back,  to release them from slavery, but he does not tell Pha-
raoh this. Still, Pharaoh probably suspects it and says no. 
And he keeps saying no over the two Parshahs Vayera and 
Bo, as the irresistible hammer of the plagues gradually de-
stroys Egypt, despite the pleas of Moses and eventually the 
pleas of Pharaoh’s own court. 

After the ninth plague, the three days of darkness, the 
Jews make elaborate preparations to leave Egypt. They each 
get a live lamb and take it home, where they have to watch 
over it, alive, for four days. They acquire gold and silver from 
their Egyptian neighbours. They kill and skin and gut and 
clean their lamb and roast it whole, and smear blood on the 
door. They start planning for how they will celebrate their 
freedom in future generations. They eat dinner all dressed 
for their journey, with their staff and their shoes on. You’d 
think that somewhere in those four and a half days, there 
was time to let their bread dough rise and pack provisions.

Then at midnight, the tenth plague strikes, and every 
first born dies, except that the angel of death passes over 
the houses smeared with lamb blood where our mezuzah is 
today. I guess Pharaoh isn’t a first born, because he doesn’t 
die, but he loses his own child and throws the Jews out of 
Egypt. A few days later, he’s sorry and sends the army to 
bring them back, but the army is destroyed in the Reed Sea 
and off we head into the desert.

From Pharaoh’s point of view

When we tell the story of the Seder, we tend to identify with 
Moses, perhaps the midwives, Miriam or some other Isra-
elite, but this time, let’s tell it from Pharaoh’s point of view.

The part that interests me the most is how those in pow-
er react to climate extremes, which we sometimes call 
natural disasters and sometimes Acts of God. In this story 
we call them miracles. Why didn’t Pharaoh change his be-
havior until after the tenth plague, and why did he try to 
change back to “no” even then?

If you were a national modern leader, maybe even an 
elected one, knowing only what the Torah tells us he knew, 
would you have let the Israelites go? And if so, when?

Worth remembering: this is not the only story we have 
about a Pharaoh faced with natural disasters. In Bereshit, 
a Pharaoh dreamed about the thin cows and the fat cows 
and the thin years and the fat years. When Joseph told him 

that he was facing extreme famine for seven years, the 
Pharaoh immediately took action. The same day, he gave 
up his personal power of running the kingdom, he turned 
his signet ring over to Joseph, and authorized Joseph to 
prepare for the coming catastrophe. Joseph used that pow-
er to not only prepare for the famine but also to centralize 
all power and money and land and animals in Egypt in the 
hands of the Pharaoh and to convert the free peasants into 
serfs deported to different parts of the country, a change 
that endured long after the famine.

So why did Moses' Pharaoh refuse to change?
Let’s go back to the beginning. 

Pharaoh was the unchallenged ruler of one of the greatest 
kingdoms of the known world. He was rich, he was power-
ful, he was well fed, his court told him how wonderful he 
was. There was an official religion, and he was one of the 
gods. Everything was going smoothly. As sources of ener-
gy for his economy, there were animals, there were serfs, 
there were slaves. It had all worked well for hundreds of 
years.

Then, out of nowhere, a foreign agitator shows up. He’s 
eighty years old. He’s got a speech impediment. His only 
job experience is as a shepherd in a small, second-rate 
country. He’s got nothing to offer, but he makes this totally 
ludicrous demand that Pharaoh should let all the slaves go 
out into the wilderness to worship some foreign god. 

This is a pretty big demand. I don’t know of any society 
that willingly gave up its slaves unless and until a better 
energy source was available. The British did not give up 
slavery until the industrial revolution made fossil fuels 
available to do the work that slaves used to do. Fair esti-
mate: each of us today uses about ninety slaves’ worth of 
energy provided for us by fossil fuels every day.

So Moses offers no argument to persuade Pharaoh to 
grant this ridiculous request. And we can’t tell from the To-
rah whether Pharaoh knows that Moses is lying to him, but 
he probably suspects it. So Pharaoh says no, and decides 
that the people must have too much time on their hands. If 
they were busier they wouldn’t waste energy on such non-
sense as going off to worship a foreign god, so he takes the 
straw away and has the foremen beaten. And Pharaoh prob-
ably thinks he’s solved the problem.

But later, the same foreign agitator shows up again with 
the same demand. This time, he does magic tricks but the 
court magicians can do the same tricks. Moses can turn 
Aaron’s staff into a snake, all the magicians can turn their 
staffs into snakes. Moses can turn water into blood, all the 
magicians can turn water into blood. Moses can call forth 
frogs, all the magicians can call forth frogs. 

So Pharaoh says no, publicly, over and over, to this pest, 
this foreign agitator, who keeps showing up with the same 
ridiculous demand. It’s remarkable that Pharaoh never or-
ders that Moses be killed. We know that the plagues are go-
ing to get worse, but Pharaoh doesn’t know. All he knows is 
that this foreign agitator keeps coming back with the same 
crazy demand, that Pharaoh has already repeatedly and 
publicly rejected.

Gradually, the plagues move from tricks that any magi-
cian can do through the normal range of disasters to utter, 
extraordinary destruction, but it takes time for Pharaoh to 
notice.

The next four plagues are a little different from the first 
two. They are more than parlour tricks. The third plague is 
the first one that the magicians couldn’t do; they call it “the 
finger of God.” Well, that didn’t seem to worry Pharaoh very 
much. After all, when we say Act of God, sometimes all we 
mean is we don’t want to be held responsible for something, 

The plagues of lice, insects, and pestilence could still be 
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natural cycles, but little by little the economic damage is 
adding up. Lice may have been mostly a nuisance, but the 
biting insects “ruined the land” of Egypt. When the animals 
start to die in plague five, that’s a serious economic loss, and 
it’s odd that it didn’t happen in Goshen (Pharaoh checks), 
but by that time Pharaoh has already publicly said no to 
Moses seven times in front of his court. Moses is challeng-
ing Pharaoh to publicly admit that he was wrong, just as he 
is trying to govern through the significant economic loss 
of the animals, i.e., just when it was clearer than ever that 
Egypt needed the labour of the slaves.

Plague six, boils, may not do much economic damage, 
but the boils overcome even the magicians. It’s another sign 
that things are getting out of hand, that something unusual 
is going on but Pharaoh still can’t be sure that they couldn’t 
be natural.

The first unmistakable sign that something is truly out 
of the normal course comes with the hail, plague seven. This 
is the first plague that the Bible says was the worst ever, 
and it’s the first time Pharaoh is warned that there are more 
plagues ahead. Some of the court take their animals inside, 
but they don’t yet challenge Pharaoh openly. The hail does 
major economic damage, half of the year’s crops are lost 
and many animals and people. For the first time, Pharaoh 
changes what he says. He admits “I am guilty,” he offers to 
let the people go. But then God hardens his heart, in order to 
punish him as an example (is that Pharaoh’s fault?). 

The eighth plague, the locusts, is also described as the 
worst ever, so clearly out of the normal course. There is fear 
and open dissension in the court, saying “Egypt is lost.” 
Pharaoh tries to negotiate, to understand exactly what Mo-
ses is asking for. Moses says they want to go worship for 
three days. Pharaoh perceives, correctly, that Moses is not 
telling the whole truth. The deception makes Pharaoh an-
gry, although he does give Moses permission for the men 
to go worship (they don’t). Instead, the locusts destroy not 
only every remaining crop but also the trees that would 
have borne the fruit for years to come. Again, Pharaoh says 
“I am guilty,” but again God hardens his heart.

Plague nine – the darkness – is not labelled as out of the 
normal course, but it shakes Pharaoh. He offers to let all the 
Israelites go to worship, just as Moses had requested, with 
only their animals left behind as security. But again Moses 
refuses to accept the offer, and again he adds new demands 
– not only that the Jews can take all of their own animals, 

pening now? Not exactly, but we can find an uncomfortable 
number of parallels if we include pollution and our destruc-
tion of biodiversity.

Blood? Water turning the color of blood, and the fish 
dying, and the water stinking and undrinkable, that’s hap-
pening right here, usually from algae, which make the wa-
ter too dangerous to drink, to swim in, kills the fish. 

The plague of frogs today is not too many frogs. It’s the 
disappearance of them. And most other amphibians and 
reptiles, and the mammals too.

Lice and biting insects, we can think about ticks and 
mosquitoes, the increased virulence of the diseases carried 
by biting insects around the world, just as the bats disap-
pear. With West Nile, Lyme disease. Zika is spreading in 
warmer places including Florida, with its devastating con-
sequences for babies. 

Diseases of animals: swine flu, bird flu, the diseases of 
animals in feedlots and confined barns, mad cow disease 
because we fed cows their own brains. 

Boils, maybe skin cancer, because we tore holes in the 
ozone layer. 

Hail, like tornados and hurricanes, the sorts of extreme 
event that climate change makes more severe. 

Invasion of locusts: there are many invasive species that 
are already changing our country, among others, Dutch 
elm disease, the emerald ash borer, the woolly adelgid, 
the Asian carp, capable of eating the entire biomass of the 
Great Lakes.

For the three days of darkness, perhaps the human and 
economic cost of heat and air pollution. Already streets 
have melted in India. In Australia, 47 degrees outside in a 
major city. In Iran, it was 54. It’s quite possible at current 
rates, the entire Middle East, including Israel, may be vir-
tually uninhabitable by the end of the century. 

We have options that Pharaoh didn’t have. We know 
more about what is coming, and we have low-carbon 
sources of energy and conservation that can replace fossil 
fuels.

So how bad does it have to get before we decide to change? 
How much destruction do we insist on putting ourselves 
and our children through before we change how we use fos-
sil fuels? 

What plagues are we waiting for? 

but also that Pharaoh must give him lots of other animals 
(most of whom have already died) to use as sacrifices.

Is Moses bargaining in good faith? Pharaoh gets mad 
at this unreasonable man with his ever-growing demands. 
And he throws them out.

And then we come to the deaths of the firstborns. At 
midnight, overwhelmed by the sudden loss of his firstborn 
child, and by the anguish and loss throughout the kingdom, 
Pharaoh expels the slaves from Egypt - a huge uncontrolla-
ble migration. But even then, in the cold light of day, when 
he realizes the economic consequences of letting all the 
slaves go, he sends the army to bring them back. His com-
fort and his power depend on those slaves; who else will do 
the work?

Pharaoh’s unwillingness to change, despite the wors-
ening disasters, leaves his proud, rich, powerful kingdom 
in ruins. The longer he waited, the greater the damage in-
curred, the less he could “afford” to let the slaves go. The 
river was sick, the fish are dead, the food is gone, the crops 
are destroyed, the animals are dead, the trees are stripped, 
the army is drowned, the horses are drowned, the gold and 
silver are gone, the first born are dead (often the leaders and 
most educated), and the slaves are gone. We don’t know 
what the Egyptians ate that year or the next year or how 
Egypt recovered. 

But it’s not that hard to understand why Pharaoh clung 
to the way things were. Would you have let the slaves go 
with nothing to replace them? And if so, when?

Today?

So how does this compare to us today? 
We know climate change is happening. We know something 
about how much destruction it will bring. We know some-
thing about how much destruction it’s already causing and 
yet, not much has changed. People continue to drive our 
fossil-fueled cars, fly in fossil-fueled airplanes, continue our 
lives pretty much as we always have before. 

To me, it sounds very familiar because people justify 
their habits by telling themselves: it’s not climate change –
it’s just natural cycles. We cling to our comforts and habits 
and wait for normal to come back. it’s true that in the be-
ginning it’s really hard to tell. But Pharaoh had lots of signs 
along the way. And so do we.

Let’s review the plagues again: is anything like that hap-
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The Ghetto was established on 29 March 1516, 
the week of Passover. One can only imagine what the 
Jews thought of this new Mitzrayim (the biblical name 
of Egypt, literally a “narrow” place), even as they were 
accepting a compromise that granted relative security in 
a Europe torn by wars, pogroms, and social unrest, not to 
mention the recent expulsion from the Iberian peninsula. 
When Venetian Jews were finally emancipated in 1797, 
new challenges awaited them. A century later, the Anglo-
Jewish writer Israel Zangwill captures the nature of these 
challenges in an intense short story that takes place in the 
Ghetto on Passover and contains a precious insight on the 
role of water in Venice, both in life and in death.  

“Chad Gadya,” the story of a tragic homecoming, opens 
with the words of this well-known Passover song. A young 
Jewish student returns to his native Venice, unannounced, 
from the university of Vienna, to discover that he has ar-
rived on the most different of all nights. He walks into his 
family Seder, and his secular consciousness is profound-
ly shaken by the experience of hearing a melody from his 
Jewish childhood, the lilt of Chad Gadya (one that to this 
day Venetian Jews sing in their local dialect), sung by his 
family and friends. 

Over a century has passed since the gates of the Venice 
Ghetto were destroyed by Napoleon’s army, and the Jews 
had become citizens. Some of them had stayed behind in 
their comfort zone, paralyzed by poverty; others embraced 
freedom and progress, while some, like the student’s fa-
ther, having parlayed their newfound freedom into finan-
cial prosperity, displayed their newly-acquired fortunes 
in a grand style on the Grand Canal, once the province of 
the aristocracy that had created the Ghetto. Celebrating 
the Seder in a sumptuous Grand Canal Palazzo, as the stu-
dent’s family does, offers poetic justice for a minority that 
was once taxed by the former inhabitants of these same 
mansions for the privilege of being locked into the Ghetto 
at night. Zangwill accurately captures the sociology of his 
Venetian Jewish contemporaries, whose elites had found 
a way to negotiate between their new civic roles and their 
ancestral identity: the father is both the director of the 
steamboat company and an observant Jew; he serves as an 
example of how Venetian Jews of the time could embrace 
certain aspects of modernity while still observing ancient 
traditions.

The son initially comes across almost like a caricature 
of the early 20th-century intellectual from the Vienna of 
Freud, Wittgenstein, Loos, Schoenberg – the laboratory 
of modernity. Tormented, cerebral, encyclopedic, vora-
cious – most of the short story takes the form of a lengthy 
stream of consciousness that flows in between the stanzas 
of the ritual song. Persuaded that his father considers him 
an “epikorous,” an apostate, and lamenting his own lack 
of children, he finds himself “in a great flood of hopeless-
ness,” detached from the past yet also lacking a sense of 
the future.  He is overwhelmed by a “flood”, represented in 
the story as a version of the Noachide apocalypse. 

And yet his tragic pessimism goes hand in hand with 
an astonishingly lucid analysis of his own world:

He thought of the energy that had gone to build this 
wonderful city; the deep sea-soaked wooden piles hid-
den beneath; the exhaustless art treasures – churches, 
pictures, sculptures – no less built on obscure human 
labor, though a few of the innumerable dead hands had 
signed names. What measureless energy petrified in 
these palaces!  

It is at this point that the story takes an unexpected turn, 
zooming out of the protagonist’s internal dilemmas and 
transforming his individual experience into a telescopic 
view of human history. The student perceives the energy, 
natural and human, that radiates from this miraculous city, 
and even as he starts contemplating suicide, he offers a sur-
prising ethical identification with non-human creatures.

He thought of last year’s grape-harvest ruined by a 
thunderstorm, the frightful poverty of the peasants 
under the thumb of the padrones. And then the vision 
came up of a captured cuttle-fish he had seen gasp-
ing, almost with a human cough, on the sands of the 
Lido. It had spoilt the sublimity of that barren stretch of 
sand and sea, and the curious charm of the white sails 
that seemed to glide along the very stones of the great 
breakwater. His soul demanded justice for the uncouth 
cuttle-fish. He did not understand how people could live 
in a self-centred spiritual world that shut out the larger 
part of creation. 

The pain is overwhelming. Only an instant after envision-
ing the human race as “Strange marine monsters crawling 
about in the bed of an air-ocean, unable to swim upwards, 
oddly tricked out in the stolen skins of other creatures,” he 
walks into the waters of the canal, and drowns himself as 
the words of the Shema (Hear, O Israel) “beat outwards to 
his gurgling throat” and the last stanza of Chad Gadya is 
heard inside:

And the Holy One came, blessed be He, 
and slew the Angel of Death, 
who had slain the slaughterer, 
who had slaughtered the ox, 
which had drunk the water, 
which had extinguished the fire, 

which had burnt the staff, 
which had smitten the dog, 
which had bitten the cat, 
which had devoured the kid, 
which my father bought for two zuzim. 
Chad Gadya! Chad Gadya!

Why use such a gloomy parable of defeat to open a publi-
cation that intends to inspire action and change? Because it 
points to the dilemmas we need to address. The anguished 
student cannot ultimately reconcile the various parts of 
his complex identity. The son has absorbed the most cut-
ting-edge ideas from science but his drowning represents 
his inability to reconcile them with his own tradition and to 
put them to a more life-affirming use.

Furthermore, his family represents a common compro-
mise of modern Judaism, the blending of modernity and 
tradition, but they are unaware that the steamboat run by 
the father in the long run may one day undermine the en-
vironment painstakingly built by Venetians over the centu-
ries. About twenty years ago, Dutch scientist Paul Crutzen 
proposed that we are living in a new geological epoch, one 
in which humans are radically reshaping the geological his-
tory of the earth itself.  He suggested that this era, which 
he called the Anthropocene, began with the invention of 
the steam engine in 1784. The very technology that allowed 
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Zangwill’s student’s father to become a wealthy Venetian 
citizen turns out, 250 years later, to also be the potential 
cause of Venice’s demise.

How can we make sense of the gesture of this young man, a 
gesture of the greatest despair on the evening that offers the 
greatest hope, the deliverance from slavery, the promise of 
a life of freedom that will be achieved precisely because the 
people will be able to cross the waters! 

It is the transformation of a birth into a death...
The Italian verb annegare, to drown, derives from 

the Latin necare, to kill, and that came to mean “to kill by 
drowning.” The same Latin verb has generated the Italian 
verb negare (French nier) and its English cognate “negate.” 
To kill someone is to negate their life. To deny something to 
somebody, is, in a way, to kill them.

Zangwill’s text presents an anti-hero, or to be more pre-
cise, a non-hero. It is telling that this character doesn’t have 
a name, as if he had been denied an identity. Without a 
name, his future does not look promising. Back from Vien-
na, the city of modernity, of the world that forges ahead, the 
young man, torn between his own Jewish tradition and mo-
dernity, fails to come to terms with his own identity. What 
did his ancestors hand down to him? Or, better, what did 
they fail to hand down? What was the wound that scarred 
him and why was he unable to respond with more resil-
ience? The young man of the story is a little like Buridan’s 
ass, who could not choose between eating from a stack of 
hay or drinking from a pail of water and ultimately dies of 
indecision.

Between his roots and his wings, he appears to us like 
the Lion of Venice in the etching by Leora Wise: amongst 
the sea monsters, the Tanninim, the Lion of the Serenissi-
ma contemplates his lost grandeur and sees himself derac-
inated, negated.  These sea monsters also resonate with the 
brute forces of our unconscious, which, if not harnessed, 
precipitate our end. Perhaps the young man could not toler-
ate the human inability to be “all-powerful?” He is but a man 
who has to accept his own finitude.

We need to accept we are not all-powerful, to face our 
finitude, and to admit that science does not bring the prom-
ise of the end of history, exactly like any other political ide-
ology, and that time continues to pass, does not stop, cannot 
be captured (see Andi Arnovitz’s hourglass), that we cannot 
step twice in the same river... Nothing is gained, nothing is 
lost, everything is transformed, and everything can renew 
itself, we can make the new out of the old... but we will have 
to be humble...

Venice... Venice contemplates its own past grandeur and 
hardly envisages its future; it drowns in the tide of mass 
tourism, it voluntarily sinks in its own canals, unable to 
swim, to weave together the past and the present. Unable 
to weave, she deprives herself of a new narrative... Venice, a 
city but also a metaphor for the world, needs a new ecology, 
less for the protection of Nature than for a new concept of 
Home, of the World... Ecology as the humble accession to a 
new way of narrating the ties beteween the different ele-
ments of Creation. 

We have to take action! We must make a decisive move  
to escape our destiny and rediscover our destination.

Art is a performative act and Judaism offers texts to be 
read and reread, texts that comment upon other texts, since 
the Jews, as the French philosopher Armand Abécassis 
says, are not “the people of the Book” as much as “the peo-
ple of the interpretation of the Book.” And as another French 
thinker, Marc-Alain Ouaknin, clarifies it, the Jews are “the 
people of the interpretations of the Book.”

The artists who we have invited in residence at Beit 
Venezia were entrusted with a well-defined task, that of 
proposing new ecologies, creating new narratives, a hid-
dush, a gesture capable of telling us that a future is possible, 
that we can craft it and make it possible for us and for future 
generations.

We all have to be artists of our own texts, of our own 
words, and future generations will have to blow on the 
words of our stories, “words that are like birds with folded 
wings that await the blow of the reader to take off”.

“At the beginning it was the future.” 
    ~ Pesach 5779
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When refined down to their essence, most religions 
appear to be similar in their underlying objectives: to bring 
holiness into peoples’ lives and inspire individuals to do 
the will of an omnipotent and compassionate creator, thus 
establishing harmony between humans and creation. In 
facing the challenge of climate change, faith and creed have 
a critical role to play in motivating the people of the planet 
to transform their personal and collective behavior and 
practices in order to stabilize atmospheric concentrations of 
greenhouse gases.

Because the truth is – the climate crisis is not a crisis of 
technology, but one of values. In the age-old struggle be-
tween greed and generosity, religion has always had some-
thing to say.

Another truth is that the world’s great religions emerged 
when the ecological and demographic reality were far differ-
ent than they are today. Those of us who believe that there 
is an important role for religion in informing our lives, and 
those who care about the earth and its future, need to make it 
clear that for religion to remain relevant – it too must evolve.

Today, it seems to me that religious leaders need to make 
a choice: there is no room for old apprehensions and doc-
trines that remain obtuse and detached from the disturb-
ing trends recorded on this good earth. Indeed, continued 
disengagement could accelerate the planet’s plunge into 
oblivion. Yet, I also believe that religions can truly become a 
force for sustainability and offer humanity critical insights 
as to how an Almighty God, who cares for his creation, might 
want us to behave. But this requires a rethinking of old dog-
ma – it requires an analytical and dispassionate openness to 
the ever progressing state of scientific knowledge. Most of 
all, it requires a willingness to change – a willingness to act.

Dante reserved a place in hell for those who remain neu-
tral in times of crisis. The world is becoming as hot as hell 
and Israel is getting hotter (to be precise, climatologists re-
port that each decade, temperatures in the city of Tel Aviv 
have increased by a half a degree Celsius for the past forty 
years – all told up 2 degrees with no end in sight.) The heat 
is on and neutrality is not an option. This is not a problem 
that can be solved by simply buying a better air conditioning 
system. And prayers for rain may make the devout people 
praying feel like they are doing something, but hardly con-
stitute a sound meteorological or ecological strategy.

I argue that what we need now is not so much faith in 
an omniscient creator, as a recognition that the good Lord 
expects us to learn what it will take to save this good earth. 
We then must pray for the courage and intellectual indepen-
dence to better understand and reinterpret the Scriptures, 
so that together we might take action and save creation. Be-
cause if the past fifty years of environmental history have 
taught us anything, it is that while God can inspire us, hu-
mans are responsible for environmental problems. Only hu-
mans can solve them.

Indeed, the international community has faced a great 
many environmental challenges and succeeded in overcom-
ing them. Whale species were collapsing, hunted to the edge 
of extinction. But treaties, along with shaming the countries 
whose enthusiastic slaughter brought these glorious and 
gentle creatures to the brink, proved that trend need not be 

destiny. Most whale populations today are doing much bet-
ter. The hole in the ozone layer caused by release of CFCs 
and other halogenated chemicals threatened to leave much 
of humanity with a future of skin cancer and cataracts. And 
yet, an ambitious international regime and clever chemical 
substitutes have turned the tide. Oil spills from tankers, too, 
occur with far less frequency.

Climate change, however, is treated somehow differently. 
The vast majority of scientists and politicians has long since 
confirmed the reality of global warming and its catastrophic 
implications. Countless academic papers and books of dif-
ferent shapes and styles offer a road map towards a lower 
carbon future that might give our grandchildren the same 
sort of predictable and stable climatic reality that we enjoy. 
But there has been no correspondent improvement in en-
vironmental performance. Between 1990 and 2010, glob-
al emissions actually rose by nearly 50%. Clearly, climate 
change is a fundamentally different kind of environmental 
challenge. And solving it will require something more pro-
found than a technological fix or a regulatory proscription. 
Religion has a role to play here, an important role.

Religion has a role, first of all, because some of human-
ity's most pernicious and destructive behaviors have their 
roots in religious rituals and doctrine. For example, there are 
some who claim that Jewish tradition requires people to eat 
meat during life cycle celebrations. But if you read the book 
of Genesis, God did not require humanity to eat meat after 
we left the ark; but simply permitted it. Depending on which 
study you consult, beef production and consumption is now 
responsible for 14.5 to 18% of the earth’s cumulative carbon 
footprint. A study from Oxford concludes that a vegetarian 
diet would cut food-related emissions by 63% and make 
people healthier too. Veganism would reduce it by 70%. It is 
hard to imagine how a religious leader, even one possessing 
only a thimble-full of scientific literacy and sense of respon-
sibility for the planet, can continue to call Israel’s beef indus-

try and market Kosher- and Hallal-worthy.
In most countries, religious faith is synonymous with 

fertility. The more religious a family – the more children 
they tend to have. That is surely the case among Jews in Is-
rael, although less pronounced among Muslims. Now giving 
birth is an act of faith about the future. And the mere me-
chanics of reproduction are among the most extraordinary 
phenomena that can be imagined. When we are fruitful and 
multiply, we join our lives with perhaps the greatest miracle 
of living.

But scientific research also tells us that the single great-
est contribution to global warming that humans can make is 
having a child. For example, a 2017 research paper by Seth 
Wynes and Kimberly Nichol published in the prestigious 
journal Environmental Letters, found that by foregoing an 
additional child, one reduces their individual carbon foot-
print sixty times more than any other single change in their 
lifespan: that’s more than foregoing jet airplane flights; more 
than switching to an electric car; more than washing clothes 
in cold water or even moving to a plant-based diet.

Of course, there was a time when the commandment to 
be fruitful and multiply and fill the land made sense – be-
cause the earth seemed empty. But with 7.7 billion people 
on the planet today, and the United Nations projecting 11 
billion by the end of the century, objective circumstances 
are no longer the same. Scientific assessment of resource 
consumption suggests that if everyone on the planet lived 
with the standard of living we enjoy in Israel, we would need 
at least two more planets to provide the associated resourc-
es. The land, my friends, is full. How should our religions re-
spond to these new circumstances?

The Talmud in tractate Ta'anit holds that in times of fam-
ine, it is forbidden to have children unless you have not had 
any yet. In the great debate in the Mishna over the mean-
ing of being fruitful and multiplying, Hillel and Shammai, 
the Rabbis who headed the greatest academies of their day, 

"NOW  
CHOOSE LIFE"
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disagreed over the gender. But they had no quantitative ar-
gument: two children was considered absolutely sufficient 
to meet that first commandment in Genesis instructing us 
to be fertile.

Today, rabbis must recognize that having more than two 
children contributes to the destruction of the Holy One’s cre-
ation. Not so long ago, the Jewish people suffered an enor-
mous demographic catastrophe. But in the 73 years that 
have transpired since the Holocaust, the most recent studies 
report that the number of Jews in the world is now back up 
above 17 million, higher than it was in 1938. With lenient cri-
teria for defining “who is a Jew,” the number is higher. So it is 
time to pause and consider the planet; it is time to consider 
the future of the land of Israel and the other creatures who 
call it home.

In many Jewish sects and societies today, religion con-
strains professional opportunities for women. When moth-
erhood constitutes the only outlet for personal and profes-
sional satisfaction, it is unlikely that women will be willing 
to give up the primary area of competence that is allowed to 
them. Things may be changing, but not fast enough.

This is not to say that people are not willing to make sac-
rifices for a greater good.

Indeed, it can be argued that there is no greater contri-
bution to human progress made by religion than providing 
people and civilizations the motivation to sacrifice on behalf 
of our common future. This is observable in the dedication of 
communities to the building of glorious cathedrals. It can be 
seen in the innumerable charities which have ameliorated 
human suffering throughout the ages. With excessive con-
sumption being the second key causal factor in the global 
warming pathology, it is hard to imagine anyone with the 
courage to ask people to rein in their shopping and endless 
appetites – anyone other than a religious leader.

Judaism asks its followers to abstain from eating on cer-
tain holy days,  Catholics are expected to abstain from meat 
during Lent, and Ramadan brings the notion of curbing a re-
ligious community’s appetite to a whole new level. Religion 
expects people to give up sexual freedom for a meaningful 
marriage along with familial and spiritual stability. There 
is nothing new about asking people to consume less. At the 
same time, faith and spiritual endeavors are needed to fill 
the void created when we decide to look to alternatives to 
the shopping mall.

Sacrifice is a word with which modern societies, and espe-
cially the politicians who lead them, are uncomfortable. Po-
litical campaigns increasingly reinforce the message that 
economic growth and prosperity are the norm. They en-
courage people to vote for their narrow financial interests 
rather than for a healthier or more moral society. Even en-
vironmental organizations are loath to ask the public to give 
up any creature comforts or consumer inclinations in order 
to give their children and the planet a better future.

This hesitation is born of pragmatism and a sense that 
such messages will not be well received. People remember 
what happened to the dour persona attributed to then Pres-
ident Jimmy Carter: during the oil crisis of the 1970s, Car-
ter would appear in televised speeches wearing a sweater, 
in order to encourage the population to reduce their energy 
consumption. Nobody wanted to hear that message – and 
his grim realism lost in the subsequent election to Ronald 
Reagan’s rash optimism. But the truth of the matter is that 
Jimmy Carter was right – on one level, prophetic. The truth 
is that some problems cannot be solved without individual 
and collective sacrifice. It is time to speak truthfully about 
climate change.

Almost fifteen years ago, researchers at Princeton Uni-
versity proposed a strategy of “carbon wedges,” areas that 

generate greenhouse gases that could be divided into “seven 
clusters.” They showed empirically how existing technolo-
gy was eminently able to reduce the planet’s excess carbon 
footprints without causing economic ruin. Some of the solu-
tions involved technology adoption, such as shifting to re-
newable energy while others involve energy, conservation 

efforts. But some involve lifestyle changes – changes and 
sacrifice: eating less meat, flying less often, riding more bi-
cycles, and recycling clothing and waste.

We know exactly what we need to do save the planet. But 
there is a deafening silence among many of our influential 
spiritual leaders, regardless of religious persuasion. Often, 
they prefer to tell us what we want to hear, rather than what 
we need to hear. But can you imagine how the prophet Jere-
miah or Amos would have responded to the present climate 
crisis?

Presumably, the operational assumption is that the pub-
lic will not stand for it. People are thought to be too egoistic, 
greedy, and self-absorbed. It is true that climate change is 
a particularly daunting challenge because it demands sac-
rifice today – for environmental benefits and climatic sta-
bility that might be enjoyed in a very distant future – a fu-
ture that we, and perhaps even our children, may not see. 
Deferred gratification is hard enough to embrace, even when 
those sacrificing eventually stand to gain something down 
the road. Leaders calculate that it is an impossibly hard sell 

to ask people to deprive themselves today so that some un-
known great-grandchild may someday have a better planet 
on which to live. 

But this pessimism flies in the face of what we really 
know about the human condition and the role of heroism 
and sacrifice. Sacrifice is everywhere. And it is not neces-
sarily considered the stuff of “suckers.” It’s often considered 
heroic and edifying. It’s not just soldiers who sacrifice their 
lives and well-being for a national good. It’s not only fire-
fighters and police officers who sacrifice their safety and 
put themselves on the line every day. Seemingly more banal  
but equally meaningful sacrifice can be seen every day. Any 
new parent quickly learns that their child demands sacri-
fices they never dreamed of. And somehow, not only do we 
make these sacrifices for present and future well-being, we 
don’t resent them. It is part of the grand adventure that hav-
ing children enables. And we pity our friends who remain 
childless, who never have the privilege of sacrificing for their 
children.

Religion is about getting people to do the right thing. In 
order to make life reasonable for future generations, we des-
perately need to start doing the right thing. Whether you be-
lieve in an afterlife or not, there is no denying that religions 
have convinced people to make unusual sacrifices – both 
material and spiritual – for the proverbial “pie in the sky.” I 
want to hear more leaders from every faith talking about the 
methane and carbon dioxide in the sky.

It is time for faiths to marshal the human impulse to do 
better for a greater good by clearly and articulately explain-
ing that saving God’s creation for the future is a greater good 
– right here on earth, right now. It is a mission worthy of 
giving up something today.

Ghandi is famously quoted as asking people “to live sim-
ply so that others can simply live.” Religious leaders might 
take this notion to another level with a more subtle but crit-
ical message. In the Bible, God tells the Israelites "I have set 
before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose 
life.” (Deut. 30:19). With the planet’s climatic systems hover-
ing on the edge of chaos, “choosing life” means taking a little 
bit less from life today, so that our children can simply live 
tomorrow. According to my theology, by doing this, we will 
actually end up with more. 
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saving God’s creation for the 
future is a greater good – 
right here on earth; right now.
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you burn into my spacious      ozone
eyes, spraying them       open
with hearsay,        diesel
and a false account of       your need
your glory before mine      faked with
fake sweetness what is it      bright bouquet antiperspirant?
tell me which one of us smells     rotten

you shove me into your      monster
american         fridge
have me make friends       with dodgy beef
dance yellow squares       with processed cheese
and act dumb like I get       hydrogenated
jokes and now I’ve almost lost     forgotten
the taste of real potatoes      from the earth

international cuisine is everywhere    like methane
and if I get bitter        or even crooked, fracked
I guess that’s my bad       business
you left a while ago       booked
on some discounted       plane
ticket so you could see       the world
if Europe still looks quaint      when globalised

you block your ears my      concerns
dreary, but do I wake you     in this late hour
with my snaking wind       moaning
my vast yellow flames that lick up     ancient trees
and chase the        car
husks from the holiday      compound?
rub your eyes        believe the news

I don’t like to be another idiot     plastic bottle
refusing to decompose       everlasting
in a turtle’s green       corpse
even if it was you, sweet-      lips
that gulped my urgent water     desperate
on the heels of unbearable thirst     cracking
as in, it’s an emergency      this treasured world

back in those days       when
you liked to run and       you ran
soaked in the peace       the nothingness
of your own rhythm      sweating
in the heather        dense
foothold of my prairie      immensity
we were one beautiful thing      nature

SOPHIE HERXHEIMER

INURED TO HEARTBREAK
WITH LANGUAGE AS COOLANT 
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~    
In the summer of 2018, Shaul Bassi, co-founder and 
President of Beit Venezia, a cultural organization based in 
the Venetian Ghetto, called to invite me to Venice in the fall 
to serve as a consultant and a writer on Living Under Wa-
ter, a project on Judaism and climate change. For almost a 
decade, I’d been working closely with Jewish environmental 
organizations and, as a professor of both Jewish studies and 
environmental studies, I was one of a small handful of schol-
ars trying to connect the dots between the two. This was a 
conversation that needed to happen. Nonetheless, I hesitat-
ed.  It was a busy time. I had teaching obligations, meetings 
to attend, writing deadlines. 

Shaul explained how the Ghetto, along with the rest of 
Venice, faces imminent catastrophic flooding from sea-level 
rise and storms associated with climate change. He want-
ed me to meet with a group of visual artists to help create a 
work of art that would spur the global Jewish community to 
act.  

I said that I would think about it.
A few weeks after Shaul called, the IPCC (the Intergovern-

mental Panel on Climate Change) released a warning more 
dire than any of those that had come before. We have twelve 
years, the scientists warned, to turn this thing around.  

I got on the plane.

~
My first days in Venice, I spent many hours in conversa-
tion with the Living Under Water artists talking about what 
Jews should do to meet this environmental challenge. Our 
conversations circled round and round the usual sugges-
tions – drive less, eat less meat, recycle. Maybe have fewer 
children?  

I felt frustrated. Then alarmed. Is this all we had to of-
fer?  Another list that would join the many other well-in-
tentioned lists that had achieved so little and been so often 
ignored?!  Yes, each of us has a responsibility to live more 
lightly on the earth.  But we’d heard all this before. Those 
lists have done little to stop the temperature and the water 
from rising.  

The reality we kept confronting was that the Jewish 
community is small. As one of the other writers on the proj-
ect stressed, even if all Jews everywhere stopped driving 
cars and eating meat tomorrow it wouldn’t make a dent.  
This hard fact doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do those things. It 
means we can’t just do those things.  

The IPCC report made it abundantly clear that our situ-
ation is urgent. We knew we had no time to waste. I knew 
that recommending a few lifestyle changes wasn’t enough.  
We weren’t going to fix our problems simply by convinc-
ing Jews to change what they had for dinner. We needed to 
think bigger.  

It was time to acknowledge that the old stories we had 
been telling ourselves for decades just weren’t working. We 
needed to dig deeper, down to the heart of our tradition, to 

the wrestling that defines us.  
What we needed – as Jews and as human beings – was 

a new story about our relationship to the world which sus-
tains us.  

But what was that new story?  And what did being Jew-
ish have to do with it?

The artists went off to their studio to begin sketching. I 
was supposed to be writing my essay but, unsure of how 
to begin, I instead wandered the enchanting but insanely 
crowded streets of Venice. Even the tiniest, most out-of-the-
way alleys were so choked with tourists that it took forever 
to get anywhere. I watched enormous cruise ships sail into 
canals that seemed far too narrow to accommodate them, 
completely obscuring the Renaissance buildings on either 
side and – as one activist told us – irreparably eroding the 
ancient canals. I spoke with Venetian friends, whose fam-
ilies had lived there for centuries, who were considering 
joining the mass exodus of native Venetians fleeing to the 
mainland. The floods of both human beings and rising seas 
were making their lives untenable.

I began to feel something I can best describe as home-
sickness, although that doesn’t quite capture it. I wasn’t 
homesick for my own house in Toronto, which I was head-
ing back to in a few days, but for something less tangible. A 
sense of connection perhaps.  I felt weirdly adrift, unmoored. 

~
A few days after I returned to Toronto, bad news struck in 
multiple quarters all at once. In my husband’s hometown 
of Pittsburgh, a gunman, fueled by nativist rage, entered a 
synagogue on Shabbat and killed eleven people. A day later, 
I heard from my friends in Venice. Along with their condo-
lences and expressions of concern about rising antisemi-
tism, they shared the news that the floods had arrived. The 
worst in recent memory. There was no way to navigate the 
city without a boat.

The Jewish community reacted to the Pittsburgh shoot-
ing with shock and alarm, which, for many, quickly solidi-
fied into a familiar Jewish posture of self-protection. Com-
parisons to Nazi Germany proliferated.  Donations poured 

in to organizations designed to combat antisemitism. I un-
derstood. Part of me just wanted to stock the fridge, collect 
my family around me, lock the doors, and hunker down.  In 
the face of violent hatred – or violent storms – it is natural to 
turn inward, to do all we can to protect our own.  

And yet, what exactly might “protection” mean in our 
current state of planetary emergency?  In a world of rising 
temperatures, rising seas, polluted water and air, fire and 
flood and drought, frightening new diseases, rampant ex-
tinction of animals and plants, what does it mean to “pro-
tect ourselves?” How is it possible that so many of the very 
same people who would do anything within their power to 
protect their community against a human threat react with 
barely a shrug when confronted with the existential threat 
we all face?

In Venice, the same water flooded the Jewish ghetto, the 
Basilica in San Marco and the shops and restaurants and 
homes of rich and poor alike. The forces of nature couldn’t 
care less what language we speak, how we dress, what food 
we eat, or how we pray. While some are certainly in imme-
diate peril, ultimately, we are all vulnerable to the effects of 
a changing climate. We clearly need to rethink protection.

~
The deadline for my essay for Living Under Water was 
drawing near, but I was losing track of the purpose of the 
project.  I knew we – human beings – had a species-wide 
interest in ensuring a livable earth, both for us and for the 
many other species with whom we share this planet.  So, 
what was the point of trying to fashion a specifically Jewish 
response to climate change?  Why not just talk about a hu-
man response?  

As I watched Jews mourn, Muslims offer to pay for fu-
neral expenses, gun lobbies re-assert their rights, pro- and 
anti-Trump forces argue about the proper response to the 
violence in Pittsburgh, I came to understand why a single 
human response to looming environmental catastrophe 
couldn’t work.  It’s simply not human nature to think in spe-
cies terms.  

One of our defining qualities, as human beings, is that 
we live in tribes, we develop cultures: beautiful, intricate, 
rich and complex micro-climates of humanity.  As we have 
seen so vividly and tragically in the U.S. and elsewhere, this 
diversity – misused and misrepresented – can feed fear, ha-
tred, violence.  

By Andrea Most
ANDREA MOST  is Professor of American Literature, 
Environmental Studies, and Jewish Studies at the 
University of Toronto. She teaches experiential courses 
on food and environmental literature, conducts 
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In Venice, the same water 
flooded the Jewish ghetto, the 
Basilica in San Marco, the shops 
and restaurants and homes of 
rich and poor alike.  The forces 
of nature couldn’t care less 
what language we speak, how 
we dress, what food we eat, 
or how we pray.

WANDERING 
HOME
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But it is also a source of strength. Or, to put it more blunt-
ly, it is our only hope. We face a crisis so vast that no single 
group of humans can provide the answers. Collective action 
is essential.  

But not uniform action. Every group of human beings, 
large or small, has particular gifts, tools, strategies to help 
address this crisis. Each is needed.  

How can we protect ourselves? Turning inward is not an 
option.  No cultural group can go it alone. Instead we need 
to bring the very best of our many diverse traditions to this 
struggle. Each of us needs to consider: What gift can we 
bring to the table at this moment of reckoning?  What do we 
have in our cultural and religious toolkits that might help 
our species to confront this existential crisis?  

Living Under Water asks just this question of Jews: What 
do Judaism and Jewish culture have to offer in this fight of 
a lifetime?   

~ 
I wandered the neighborhoods of my own city in Canada for 
weeks after my return home, trying to figure out an answer 
to this question.  As I walked up and down regular city 
blocks, my thoughts kept returning to Venice, where I had 
wandered much more capriciously designed streets and 
byways. In both places, however, I felt the same sense of 
disconnection. I was wandering round and round, looking 
for something I couldn’t define.  At some point, it occurred 
to me that this wandering was very Jewish.  Maybe this 
was a hint of what Jewish culture had to offer the struggle.  
Maybe wandering was a clue?

For millennia, Jews have wandered into – and often 
thrived in – almost every corner of the earth, adapting cus-
toms, foods, rituals, and language to the places in which 
they found themselves.  This is the real story of the Ghetto 
in Venice.  Resisting the insularity which its name suggests, 
for centuries the Ghetto has been a meeting place for Jews, 
and a crossroads for people from all over the world.  This 
gift for adaptation is also the story of the American Jewish 
community in Pittsburgh, whose roots stretch back to a 

small group of German-Jewish emigres who decided that a 
New World demanded a new Judaism.  With what became 
known as the “Pittsburgh Platform,” they re-created them-
selves, as Reform Jews and as Americans.  

I began to wonder: What if this foundational historical 
experience of wandering could serve as a strategy for spe-
cies-wide survival?  What would that look like?

I know that at first glance Diaspora hardly seems like a 
helpful response to environmental crisis. How can the ex-
perience of dispersion help to combat a problem that seems 
to demand rootedness?  How can a cultural condition that 
looks to another place (the land of Israel) and time (when 
the Messiah comes) for redemption possibly be helpful in 
confronting a crisis on this land, right now?

But what if we turned Diaspora over and looked at it 
from another perspective?  

Jews are masters of interpretation; finding new meaning 
in ancient texts and rituals is at the heart of our tradition.  
And there’s certainly precedence for this one: When the 
rabbis in Pittsburgh defined a new kind of American Juda-
ism, they not only rejected many traditional Jewish practic-
es, they also jettisoned old understandings of Diaspora and 
embraced a whole new way of being at home.  Perhaps our 
current crisis demands an even more radical re-imagining. 

~
I have learned many important environmental lessons 
from indigenous wisdom, from peoples who have lived on 
the same land for generations and who have developed rich 
traditions based in that rooted experience. I have longed to 
feel connected in that way, at home, and under the shelter 
of a moral authority that comes from a deep relationship 
with a place.

But that is simply not the experience of my people. Or of 
so many others – most people – who live in North America, 
who came here as immigrants.  We can’t change that fact.  
But that doesn’t mean we can’t ever be at home.  It means 
we have to work harder to understand what being at home 
means.  This is the challenge – and perhaps the gift – of 

Diaspora, a challenge each one of us can – must – meet in 
these difficult times.

In her book, Braiding Sweetgrass, botanist Robin Wall 
Kimmerer describes how the elders of her indigenous com-
munity characterize settlers: “They don’t have both feet on 
the shore.  One is still on the boat.  They don’t seem to know 
whether they’re staying or not.” 

For centuries, the hard facts of history have led Jews to 
create a culture that embodies this uncertainty. Jews have 
lived with their metaphorical packs on their backs, their 
learning in their heads, one foot always still in the boat. 
This self-protective impulse runs deep, shapes so much of 
Jewish life.

But what if that ship has sailed?  What if there is actu-
ally no boat waiting, no new place to escape to?  No other 
place – no other planet – but this one? What might Diaspo-
ra mean then?  

~
Kimmerer suggests that while immigrants will never be in-
digenous, they can learn to live with both feet on the shore, 
by becoming naturalized to place: “To live as if this is the 
land that feeds you, as if these are the streams from which 
you drink, that build your body and fill your spirit. . . To be-
come naturalized is to live as if your children’s future mat-
ters, to take care of the land as if our lives and the lives of all 
our relatives depend on it.  Because they do.”

What if we re-imagined Diaspora as a way of being nat-
uralized wherever we find ourselves on Planet Earth?  What 
joys might we experience? What new responsibilities, what 
old, forgotten, or misinterpreted mitzvot might spring to life 
once again? What gifts might this new understanding make 
possible in the great struggle of our species to find a new way 
to live on the only planet we have?

We might begin at the very beginning.  Where we all be-
gin.  With our bodies. And with the first body. Adam. Created 
from Adamah, the Hebrew word for earth. We are Earth. We 
are Earthlings. It’s time to start living that way. It’s time to 
finally come home.  
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NIGEL SAVAGE

The animals that we breed to feed our meat habit now account for more than 15% of all 
anthropogenic emissions (carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide).  The food on our 
table is contributing to rising seas and extreme weather events. 

So together we are changing the conditions of life on this planet and the evidence suggests 
that these changes – drought and flood, heatwaves, extreme weather events - will get 
worse in our lifetime.  They will continue to worsen unless or until we make substantial 
changes in our habits of living and consuming.
 
It’s important to say: this is no longer about “the future.” 
Some of the dyspeptic future that climate scientists feared, in the 1990s and the early 
2000s - those changes are happening now:

The planet’s average surface temperature has risen about 2 degrees Fahrenheit 
since the late 19th century. 

Ocean acidification is increasing. Fish stocks are shrinking. 
 
Since measurement began, 16 of the 17 warmest years occurred in the 17 years 
since 2001. 
 
Glaciers are shrinking in every part of the world. 
The snows of Kilimanjaro… soon won’t be there.  
 
In the last two decades the rate at which oceans are rising has doubled. 
 
Extreme weather events are increasing in intensity and in frequency. 

In 2014 three times as many people were made homeless from natural disasters 
than from wars.

Asthma rates in the West have increased every single year for the last 23 years. 

In Venice there’s a thing called aqua alta. 
It’s when there’s a tide so high that the entire city floods. 
Walkways. Pathways. St Mark’s Square. The ground floors of shops and houses. 
Temporary walkways are constructed, three feet or more above the ground.  
Tourists and locals alike carry bags over their heads. 

Today the waters of the whole world are rising.  
Like the Venetians, we’re alarmed, confused, and overwhelmed. 
 
We alternate between engagement and denial. 
And we think: When it’s not one town but an entire planet – what do we do? 
 
Venice has become a metaphor for the whole world right now.

In the fall of 2018, five Jewish artists from around the world gathered in Venice. 
They came to learn, to look, to reflect.  
Jewish tradition is old and wise. And art exists not only to inspire us and to light up our 
lives, but also to provoke and challenge us, to help us think freshly.

The assignment was to create art that would draw on Jewish tradition, and on the unique 
beauty and circumstances of Venice, to somehow pierce our complacency.

Andi Arnovitz, who led this motley group, asked me to write something for them.  
This is what I wrote.

:  1  :
First of all: no one got out of bed and decided to change the climate.

Climate change isn’t happening because anyone wants climate change. 
That’s not how this started happening. 
It happens because we are who we are: just people, living our lives. 
We’re a mess of desires and traditions, wants and needs, fears, appetites, habits. 
The things we grew up taking for granted, behaviors that we think of as “normal” are in 
fact doing real damage to the world. 
 
We get in a plane. And it’s not even that we’re excited to fly. We’re really not:         
   - the security!! 
                   - the lines!!! 
It’s just that we want to go somewhere.  
We want to see someone.  
We’re going to a conference. We’re on vacation. We’re on business. 
It’s our friend’s wedding.

But the cars and the planes are poisoning our world. They’re putting carbon in the atmo-
sphere, and it’s changing our climate at an accelerating rate.
And we eat meat because… that’s what we do.  

It’s how we grew up.  

My mother’s spaghetti sauce. Brisket. Chopped liver. Friday night dinner. A burger.
But it puts methane in the air.  
And when enough of us do that, it starts to heat up the planet. Since the year I was born, 
global meat consumption per person has doubled – and the world’s population has grown 
by four billion people.  
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More people have died from asthma than from all the world’s car accidents and 
terrorist activities, combined.

Roughly 800 million people are projected to be directly impacted, in the next 20 years, by 
extreme heat, in some of the poorest countries in the world.

So we have: 
                        Drought in many parts of the world.  
                             Lands which are over-farmed,  
                                  And then soils which are depleted.

And so then:               
                                              Food scarcity. 
                                                   Civil unrest. Riots. Civil wars.  
                                                      The toppling of governments. Refugees. 
 
In the early 2000s, EU reports predicted that the consequences of climate change would 
significantly increase the number of climate refugees in the (then) next two decades. 

Those predicted refugees are the poor and desperate people we see today on the news, 
surviving or drowning on boats in the Mediterranean. Stateless and homeless, risking a 
perilous journey because it seems to them their best chance for survival. 
The tertiary impacts of this  are now starting to destabilize the West.  
 
How many refugees do we admit?  
How do our national narratives cope with people of different colors and religions?   
Are jobs being lost “overseas?”  
Where should lines be drawn? 

Le Pen.  
Bolsonaro. 
Viktor Orbán.  
Lega Nord. 
Alternative für Deutschland, 
 
      Make America Great Again.

The children born this year should be alive in 2100.  By then the map of the world, its 
coastlines and its species, its foods and its wild places, may look very different than it 
looks today.  
 
And in their old age they will say,  
 
You know, when I was a child Miami was still a city.  

Florida was a big state then. The coastline was totally different from today.  
It was before Venice became Atlantis, the first abandoned relic of the Anthropocene.

People still ate cod for lunch, and hamburgers for dinner.  
 
Human beings still lived in The Hot Countries – the ones too hot for people to live in today.   

That was before the War.  
That was before the Great Drought.  
That was before the collapse of…. 
 
So – what do we do? 
Some of what we have done thus far is already irreparable or irreversible.  
Species that we have driven to extinction will not become unextinct. Wild places that have 
been polluted or destroyed cannot easily be rewilded. 
And many of our current and previous actions will change the world for ill for decades 
hence, even if we do hit the brakes today.  We all need to recognize this – even those of us 
who are “environmentalists” or who are “against climate change.”   
 
The era of “adaptation” (of striving to adjust to some of what is happening) and of “resilience” 
(strengthening communities and societies, to face the coming storms) is now upon us. 
 
But even worse change is not inevitable, beyond that which is already in train. 
 
 
And the choices we make in just the next ten years are yet to be made.  
They will be consequential not for ten years but for ten generations.  
 
That’s where we must now focus our attention. That’s why we came to Venice. That’s why 
you’re reading this right now. We need to face squarely what we have done, what we are 
doing. And we need to change our ways. 

Because there is so much at stake. Physical changes that we’ve triggered in the earth’s 
climate are already underway. But how we react to those changes is not predestined, not 
in any way. 
 
More than a hundred million people were killed in the two great wars of the 20th century. 
The industrial revolution enabled industrial-scale killing, but at no time were those deaths 
inevitable. They were the consequence of politics and culture, economics, human behavior, 
religion, the arts, individual and societal choices, leaders (evil and good), roads taken and 
not taken.

Rising seas are now inevitable, but world wars are not. 

So we must focus on two things.

What actions can we take that will lessen harmful consequences in the future, for 
generations yet to come?

What actions can we take to strengthen society today, to strengthen our com-
munities  today, and thus to better face some of the changes that seem now to be 
underway?

 
Both these questions are ones that artists and religious leaders must address. 
They are issues we all need to think about.  
And, in the Jewish world – every organization, every rabbi, every community, every lead-
er – every single one of us – needs to place the “environmental” questions on our agenda. 
What am I going to do? What will we do? How can we be more a part of the solution, and 
less a part of the problem? 
 
We should focus our attention on these questions not to freak ourselves out, not to pre-
sume that all is doom and gloom, but precisely because the worst indirect human conse-
quences of climate change should be cautionary futures we work to avoid. Biblical proph-
ets made prophecies to avert a potential future, not to predict it. The biblical Jonah foresaw 
the destruction of Nineveh – but the people repented and changed their ways, and Nine-
vah was not destroyed. 
 
We know that history doesn’t repeat mechanistically. The future will not be like the past. 
But we have been here more than once before.  
The decline of empire. Great changes in the world. Instability. Challenges to democracy.  
And it has not ended well. 
 
So: the pressures of living tightly upon each other, on this beautiful planet….  
It is not bringing out the best in us.

And the Jewish people, in relation to this slow-motion storm, is like a certain kind of baro-
metric measuring instrument.  It is part of our history to be sensitive to this kind of poten-
tial instability, to these changes in the cultural atmosphere. 
In healthy societies the Jewish community thrives, and gives greatly to the common good.  
In sick societies we know to our cost that we have often suffered, sometimes on a horrendous 
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scale. And when we have suffered, usually in the end the whole society has suffered too.  
Today: the regimes that persecuted Jews have exited human history. We have survived 
the Romans and the Inquisition and Hitler and Stalin. We have survived and adapted and 
persisted, we have prospered in the West, we have rebuilt a Jewish commonwealth in the 
land of Israel. 
 
Now we must face a new storm, a more complicated one, a very strange one, new in its 
scale and its complexity. We cannot so easily claim a high moral ground. There is no obvi-
ous external enemy. We are all complicit in… simply living our lives. In literally unsustain-
able ways.

Can we somehow find our voice? As a people with a unique history and thus a unique per-
spective, can we find a way to say as Jews we call upon the world’s people, and the world’s 
governments, and the world’s business leaders and civic leaders and religious leaders; 
we call upon all of you and all of us to heed the distress signals in our societies, the early 
warning signs. We call upon us all to change our ways….

:  2  :

A vital interlude: The tragedy of the commons:

By my daily activity I’m doing some real damage. But my own contribution is arithmeti-
cally insignificant. I’m just one person. There are 7.3 billion people on the planet. Even if 
my own personal environmental impact were a hundred times greater than that of an 
average human being, my carbon footprint would still be just one-in-seventy-million .  
Whether I do or don’t drive or fly or eat meat won’t by itself – I won’t by myself – make a 
difference.

And that exactly is the danger in “the tragedy of the commons.”   
The phrase derives from 17th-century England. The commons were free to all. I could 
graze my sheep there. But so could my neighbors, and their neighbors. The commons 
were free, and the sheep were mine, so I had an incentive to increase my flock. As my 
flocks increased, and my neighbors’ flocks increased, for a while – years, even decades – 
we all had more sheep and we were all better off. But at some point all our sheep together 
overgrazed the commons. Then there was no food for your sheep – or for mine. 
 
It is precisely the nature of the tragedy of the commons that I can argue that if I do or don’t 
do something, it really won’t make any difference.   
But when we all do it – several billion people, 365 days a year – suddenly we have a huge 
problem. 

Addressing the tragedy of the commons, which is caused by all of us, needs all of us to 
respond, and with all the tools at our disposal. 
We need science and technology – they have been part of the problem, and/but they can 
and should be part of the solution.   
And we need the creativity and drive of businesses and the private sector. 

Critically we need governments to require us to curb our behaviors, when our own volun-
tary best selves are insufficient. (We don’t just give money for schools or police or roads: 
our elected representatives, with our consent, pass the laws that tax us, so that our money 
goes to pay for these things that we want and need.) The single strongest antidote to the 
tragedy of the commons is to require our governments to act in our aggregate best inter-
ests. That way the diminishment in my own life is minor and equally shared. This is what 
a carbon tax is, and a carbon dividend – taxing behaviors that are societally self-injurious, 
and redeploying the proceeds to invest in schools and hospitals and shared societal goods.

The tragedy of the commons is why we need to challenge our own behaviors. We must 
engender in as many people as possible what in Jewish tradition is called kefiyat ye-
tzer – focusing our will, our drive, our energy, our lust; sometimes this means re-channel-
ing our “evil inclination.”  Government actions are vital, but not everything can or should 
be legislated. The tragedy of the commons requires us, all of us, to learn the habits of 
voluntary self-restraint.  

That’s why we have published Living Under Water. As we confront the tragedy of the com-
mons – on the largest scale that human beings have ever faced, thus far – we need to draw 
on religious traditions, including Jewish tradition, to bring all force to bear, in the strongest 
and most creative ways we possibly can.  

We turn to Jewish tradition with fresh eyes. We re-learn our ancient teachings, and apply 
them with new energy to the challenges not only of Jewish life but of the whole world. 
When we do this a whole raft of teachings that we haven’t properly paid attention to turn 
out to be remarkably salient for these scary and overwhelming challenges that face us.  
Shabbat. Shmita. Kashrut. Brachot. Mitzvot. Ha’aretz. Concepts that have been central to 
Jewish life for twenty centuries suddenly have new gifts to give when we view them not 
through the lens of Jewish obligation, as traditionally understood, but simply as citizens 
of the world in the 21st century. We address the tradition freshly. We ask new questions. 
And we receive new answers.

:  3  :
When we think about the tragedy of the commons, and the scale of the challenges we face, 
it is easy to feel insignificant or overwhelmed.

But the Jewish response begins with twin gifts from our tradition: the gift of hope and the 
gift of human significance.

Our significance is one of the first things in this story which is distinctly Jewish.    
Our tradition teaches that our lives have significance,  
      and means this  
           and believes this.

This is not obvious. Not everyone agrees with this. 
This is Gloucester in King Lear:
 
  As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods 
  They kill us for their sport. 
 
But we are not wanton boys. And our G-d, we believe, gave the Torah, a book of stories, 
almost every one a story of hope and of human significance.

Abraham and Sarah, opening their tent, going on a journey, welcoming angels. 
Fighting to save the towns of the plains – failing, but fighting nonetheless. 
Hagar, trying to protect her son (and succeeding). 
Rebecca, Rachel, Leah – each the author of her own story. 
Jacob, wrestling the angel (wounded, but surviving the encounter, learning from it, grow-
ing, changing). 
Shifrah and Puah – saving one life, and thus saving the world. 
Pharaoh’s daughter – saving one life, and thus saving the world. 
Moses – the accidental hero, hearing the commanding voice, rising to the challenge, saving 
his people. 
Hannah and her tears. 
Esther. Ruth. Deborah. Yael.

These stories of hope and significance in the Torah went on to inspire us for twenty centu-
ries more: 

Hillel.  
Jesus. 
 
The sages of the Talmud. 
 
The Rambam, and the commitment to a certain rationalism.  
And the holy unrationalists and irrationalists – the kabbalists of Safed, and then the Baal 
Shem Tov and his followers.  
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And in modernity:  
Theodore Herzl, and Chaim Nachman Bialik and Henrietta Szold.  
David Ben Gurion. Menachem Begin. Yitzhak Rabin. 
Emma Goldman. Marc Chagall. Albert Einstein. Bob Dylan. Betty Friedan.  
Ruth Bader Ginsburg & Steven Spielberg & Mark Zuckerberg.

Our people’s stories are the stories of how one person really can change the world.  
That’s what it is to be heir to Jewish tradition. 

We don’t believe in predestination.  
We don’t believe in procrastination. 
We don’t believe in economic causation.  
 
This is so central to Jewishness that it is easy to forget its power and significance. 
It is not unique to Jewish tradition, but it is deeply central to it; without this centrality of 
agency, without the deep understanding of the power of human possibility, there would be 
no such thing as “Jewish tradition”.  

This is how we start to address climate change and our unsustainable ways. We never 
forget our significance. We believe in ourselves, our families, our neighbors, our commu-
nities. “Without vision, a people perish,” says the Torah. We trust in our significance, we 
have hope, and with that we build a better vision for the future.
 

:  4  :
So with this hope, and with this sense of our own significance, we can start to face cli-
mate change and the challenge of sustainability. Our vision for a more sustainable world 
begins with things we must all do, regardless of what religion we are or anything else. 

Here’s my shortlist:

1. As a human being: don’t avert your eyes. Pay attention. Read. Watch. Learn about the 
consequences of human behavior.  (We spend too much time in front of a screen. But if 
we must sit before the screen: watch Our Planet. And then watch Eating Animals).

2. As a citizen: vote. Always and in every election vote for the candidate who is most 
serious about passing laws that will start to make things better and not worse. We 
need governments, by carrots and sticks of all sorts, to cause us to act for the sake of 
our grandchildren, and their grandchildren.  Vote for candidates who are addressing 
these issues, and committing to change. And advocate, constantly, for laws that will 
restrain our own worst and most self-destructive behaviors.

3. As a westerner: consume less. When you move, move to a smaller home. Walk. Ride 
your bike. Eat less meat. Take fewer planes. Stop buying plastic bottles. Don’t drink 
soda. Buy fewer things, and when you do buy things, buy things that will last.

4. As a member of society: thicken community. This is the critical antidote to the fear of 
the future that climate change engenders.. Offer kindness. Ask for favors. Less social 
media and less take-out food. More making food, and laughter around a table. Do not 
allow what is scary in the world to isolate you. Reach out. Connect. We will succeed, if 
we succeed at all, by acting in community, and by strengthening all of our communi-
ties. 

5. In your school or place of work, in your apartment building or your place of worship: 
change policies that change behaviors. Develop a food policy, for instance. Change 
purchasing policies. Change how you dispose of things. Reduce plastic. Compost.  
Purchase way less meat. Change your power usage. The institutions we are part of 
magnify our impact, they model what we believe in, and they amplify our behavior for 
good or ill. 

6. As a leader: raise these issues.  Literally put them on the agenda.  If you lead anything, 
direct anything, chair anything, supervise anything, if you’re part of any committee or 
any board – one part of what you do has to be about addressing environmental sus-
tainability. You don’t have to complete the task. But you may not desist from it. Start 
somewhere – start here, now, the next meeting you attend or chair.

And we could add:

7. As an artist (of any sort), ask this question: how does my art help to provoke a more 
sustainable world? 

:    5   :
Now we come onto the question of what difference the Jewish people can make.  
 
There are 7.3 billion people in the world and maybe 15 million Jews.  
It’s not just that I by myself can’t arithmetically make much of a difference. 
It’s also that we as a people are less than the margin-of-error in the Chinese census.  
If every Jew in the world drove a Prius – or never drove another mile in any car at all – it 
wouldn’t by itself change the climate trajectory of planet earth in a meaningful way.  (This 

doesn’t absolve us from changing our behavior. That’s back to the tragedy of the commons. 
We all, indeed, must change our behavior.)

So it’s like a certain kind of sci-fi movie, where the world is about to be destroyed but our 
hero, alone in the lab – or excavating, or searching, or whatever – finds one overlooked 
detail that will save everyone. A seed or a microbe or the missing key.

That’s the movie we’re now in. 
We’re here to excavate Jewish tradition, not as “Torah,” not as the word of G-d, not as hala-
cha, not as “Orthodox” or “Reform” or “Zionist” or anything else.  
Not in the small Jewish categories of meaning and classification that we too easily revert 
to.

But in order to figure out what our unique or distinct gifts might be, for the whole world.

And this is how we start to realize that it will need to be a different kind of difference.  
It will have to be a difference of the kind we’ve made before in human history. 

When we said, every human being is equal (and in due course that idea spread far and 
wide); 
When we said, Shabbat!  (and in due course all the world gained the Sabbath day of rest, 
and then the weekend); 
When we said, educate your children – each and every one of them (and in due course the 
world aspired to universal human literacy); 
When we said, ha’aretz - this special land (and in due course because we believed in the 
land, and because our Torah is etz chayim, the “tree of life,” the State of Israel became the 
only country on planet earth to end the 20th century with more trees than it began); 
When we said, words and texts! Words matter… (and the covenants and commitments of 
the Bible went on to frame the Magna Carta and the Puritans and the Declaration of Inde-
pendence and so much more.)

Jewish tradition has already had ramifications, for good, way beyond the bounds of the 
Jewish people. Way beyond the bounds even of people who are “religious.”

Now we must take this process and play it forwards, with some combination of purpose-
fulness, vision and humility.

Purposefulness – focusing everything we have and everything we know (“with all our 
heart, and all our might”) on the planetary challenges.

Vision – with a sense of hope and agency and significance.

Humility – knowing that, this time, it is not just us, it is not only us; it is us as a part of the 
whole.

NIGEL SAVAGE: VENICE, CLIMATE CHANGE & JEWISH TRADITION
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:  6  :
So here are ten gifts from Jewish tradition.  
 
Some of them less obvious, some of them there in plain sight in front of us.

Number One. Human significance.  

Ok. This comes first. But what else? 

Number Two. Brachot. Mindfulness. Gratitude.  

The Talmud teaches us to say brachot, blessings, every day.  
We bless the food that we eat. We bless the new moon. We bless Shabbat. We bless our 
children. We say a blessing when we have a bowel movement. We have a special blessing 
if we see a rainbow, or the ocean. There’s a blessing to be said once every 29 years over the 
rising of the sun.

Now in the 21st century all human beings need mechanisms to remind us of the beauty of 
the world, to encourage us to think about our impact within it. 
This is the gift of brachot. 
 
We begin each day with a sense of gratitude. We say, modeh ani – thank you…  
And we say, oh wow, my body is working as it should. A miracle.  
 
When we get dressed in the morning, Jewish tradition has a very specific blessing for put-
ting on shoes. The blessing is: Thank you, G-d; truly I have everything I need.
י. ל ָצְרִכּ י ָכּ ָעָשֹה ִלּ ֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם ֶשׁ ינּו ֶמֽ ה  ה׳ ֱאֹלֵהֽ רּוְך ַאָתּ  :ָבּ
Blessed are you, Source of everything, that I have every single thing that I need. 

We should not treat this as a minor bracha.  
We could argue that this is the most important bracha in Jewish tradition today.  
It sits there in plain sight in the early part of the daily morning service, invisible to us all. 
We need to learn this and teach this and inscribe it, calligraph it, illustrate it. 
It needs to be on the wall of every synagogue. 
Every day school. 
Every Jewish summer camp.

Within Jewish communities and beyond we must now say:  
we are living proof that limiting our food choices doesn’t diminish our happiness, it in-
creases it.  
And so now – within Jewish communities, and in every place that we find ourselves – we 
must ask the questions: this, and this and this – is this fit for me to eat?

This word “meat”, for example, is actually a euphemism for “dead animal,” (a phrase I might 
find far less palatable). 

Is it fit for me or for the world that I eat this particular dead animal? 
How did this animal live? Where did it live? To what extent did it live an animal-like life? 
How was it fed? Did its poop compost a working farm, or pollute an entire waterway? 
 
If we care about the future of the world then we have to eat a lot less meat, and the meat 
we do eat does not need to be industrial meat.  
 
In the West, we throw away so much food.  
We need to buy less, cater less, waste less.  
Of every 100 lbs of food grown or produced in the United States in 2016, fully 40 lbs was 
simply thrown in the trash! 
 
Is it not a Jewish question, this food that gets thrown away? 
How do we build systems that waste less? 
And what we do not eat: should it not feed others? 
And if it doesn’t feed others it should feed the earth – that’s precisely the difference be-
tween compost and landfill.

And here we learn not only from the formal religious tradition of our ancestors, we learn 
also from their lived culture. They were poor. They took it for granted: don’t waste things. 
For the Jewish people, at this moment in the 21st century, our tradition of keeping ko-
sher must now have a dual focus. Internally – we must clean up our own act. We can’t use 
plastic in synagogues or schools. We have to eat a little more simply. We have to adapt our 
menus and our traditions, for real. 

Externally, we need to find a new voice. It is not one we have used very much. We don’t 
really know how to use it. But, with humility and respect, we must say in public space: as 
a Jew, as someone heir to 2,000 years of asking “is this food fit to eat,” I want now to argue 
that we change this policy, pass this new piece of legislation….  
To ban factory farms.  
To challenge industrial meat production.  
To reduce waste not just in synagogues but in football stadia and corporate campuses and 
public schools and government buildings.

This is what it starts to mean, to take the gift of twenty centuries of keeping kosher, and to 
start to apply it to the challenges of the 21st century.
 

Number four. Feasting and fasting – instead of feasting all the 
time.  

This is another gift of Jewish tradition in relation to food. 
There is hunger in the world, and famine in the Sudan, and rising food insecurity in the 
USA and in parts of the western world.  
But we are less aware of the obverse.  Many of us are able to eat, day in and day out, in a 
way that was impossible for all but kings and emperors, across the entirety of human his-
tory – 200,000 years – until the twentieth century. 

That’s what a modern supermarket is, and the restaurants of New York and London and 
Venice and Tel Aviv. 

Eat as much as you can. Food as rich as you want. From every country in the world. All 
day and every day.  
 
It is against this backdrop that we understand the gifts of Jewish tradition freshly.  
Eat well on Shabbat – but eat simply the rest of the week. 
Celebrate on Seder night, at Shavuot, at Rosh Hashanah, on Sukkot, on Purim. Celebrate a 
bris, a bat mitzvah, a wedding. But don’t eat every day as if it were a special celebration.  
 
And Jewish tradition goes further. (Yet again, strangely or fascinatingly, contemporary 
dietetics validates this aspect of the tradition). Don’t just eat simply during the week; 
consider fasting. Fast on sad days. Fast voluntarily. The rabbis of the Talmud, we learn, had 
a habit of fasting on Mondays and Thursdays.  What might we learn if we tried to emu-
late this, in some fashion? We would live more lightly, our body would rest, and the world 
would consume less. 
 

Thank you G-d, source of the universe, that I am blessed to have everything I need!!!

Which means:  
I don’t need another pair of jeans.  
I don’t need another pair of shoes.  
I don’t need more clothes, more toys, more stuff. 

It is because we forget that we have all that we need; because we always want more, that 
we are over-consuming the world.   
So it is not minor that Jewish tradition focuses on brachot, on blessings, on gratitude, and 
invites us to begin each day by speaking out loud the blessing that I already have all I 
need. How would your life be different if you really truly believed that you already have 
all that you need?

Number three. Keeping kosher.  
Many of the blessings that we say are blessings before or after eating.  
But what food do we bless, and how do we choose it? 
For two thousand years we have asked: is this food fit for me to eat…? 
And the word for “fit” is, as we know, kosher. 
How did we teach our kids, generation after generation, to restrain their food choices? 
To eat certain things, but not others. To control their appetites and ours, literally, rather 
than have them control us. 
 
Whatever it is we learned, whatever it is we have in our tradition – now is the time to share 
it with the whole world. 



Number five. Shabbat, shmita and cycles of rest. 
 
Jewish tradition entered human history in opposition to paganism.  
The paganism of today isn’t animal sacrifices; it’s the casinos of Las Vegas, open 24/7, no 
signs of natural light, no sense of season, no day or night.  
This spirit of 24/7 is over-consuming the world.  
 
So it is against this paganism that the whole world needs to rest one day in seven.  
Not go shopping. 
Not use money. 
Not drive cars. 
Not pollute. 
 
How do we engender global rest and global restraint? That’s one of the key questions of 
the 21st century.  
 
And Jewish tradition is fractal in relation to Shabbat. 
It is not just that we each of us, and the whole world, needs a Shabbat, one day in seven.

It is that Jewish tradition mandates a shmita year, one year in seven. 
If every Jewish school starts to unpack shmita, and every rabbi and Jewish leader, we will 
learn how deeply the values of shmita reveal the uniqueness of Jewish tradition – and the 
critical gifts we might offer the world in the 21st century.

A sabbatical for the land. Respite for people. Debt relief for the indebted. Freedom for the 
indentured.

What could shmita mean in the 21st century? How do we build septennial habits of rest 
and renewal into families, institutions, companies, governments?

We do not like taxation, but by our behaviors we overtax the land, we impoverish the 
topsoil, and thus we rob future generations of health and wellness and abundance. I do not 
think that the ancient laws of shmita were necessarily “about” crop rotation. And yet, de-
liberately or accidentally, Jewish tradition taught that people need rest and animals need 
rest and land needs rest. 
 
So now we need to re-introduce these ideas – the idea of Shabbat, and the idea of shmita.

The whole world needs Shabbat, and the whole world needs shmita. In every institu-
tion, every community, every frame of time, we need to build in structures of rest and of 
respect. We need corporate policies, government legislation, personal aspiration. Switch 
things off. Eat with friends. Sing with friends. Discourage over-work. Build rest and cycli-
cality into all that we do. Use seven-year frames to map out our lives and our institutions. 
And use those times of rest to ground us, inspire us, re-connect us. In the pell-mell dash of 
daily Western life we will never have the time to really change things. Shabbat and shmita 
and cycles of rest are not optional, they are as central as anything we have or need if we 
are to change our self-injurious ways. 

Number six. Love one particular part of the world. 
 
The State of Israel is the only country in the world to have ended the 20th century with 
more trees than it began. A remarkable statistic. It rests upon so many different aspects of 
Jewish tradition and history. The notion that the Torah is the tree of life. Plus the pioneers, 
and the JNF, and the idea that it is a mitzvah, a good deed, to settle the land.  
 
We cannot love the whole world. And even if we can, we cannot fix the whole world. We 
need localism, bioregionalism, deep attachment to a particular place.  
 
The Jewish people has contributed to every country we have ever lived in, but we have had 
a special and enduring connection to the land of Israel. 
Through 1900 years of exile we faced Jerusalem three times a day, when we prayed. 
We celebrated the agricultural cycle of the land of Israel, and in the Talmud we learned in 
detail the laws of stewarding the land – which crops we could grow together and which 
not; which offerings to bring to the Temple in Jerusalem; what tithes, what obligations to 
the poor, how to treat animals, how to treat people. 

It is remarkable that we entered human history as a people indigenous to the land of Isra-
el, and while we have travelled all these centuries, all these languages, all these countries 
we still love this land, face towards it, speak its ancient language, celebrate the rhythms of 
its seasons. 
 
Modernity did great damage to the world’s indigenous peoples, and as Westerners we 
need now to think about reparations and how we might make amends. But we must also 
foster the indigeneity that we ourselves have, each one of us. We must learn and we must 
love one part of the world, and our own people’s ancient traditions. If we all do that – 
with generosity, not with nationalism or racism but with humility - then we will start to 
come together across difference.  Our reverence for our own small piece of the world will 
connect to the reverence of our neighbors, and their neighbors, and their neighbors, and 
together what we love we will strive to protect.

Number seven. Respect language itself, and rational argument.
 
We are the people of the book. We pioneered universal human literacy. We took it as a 
religious injunction to teach these words to our children. And we argued. Parsed words, 
debated their meanings, punned, used euphemisms, created elaborate poetry.  We have  
rules of logic, and rules of law, and ways to calculate the numerical values of words, and 
what that might mean. And we always argued with deep respect. O chavruta, o mituta, 
said the rabbis of the Talmud – give me collegial argument, for without it I will die. 

When societies have respected language, and rational argument – at the dawn of the 
Industrial Revolution, in the worlds of science and medicine, in the West, at its best, in the 
twentieth century – then human society has flourished. 

Conversely: every inequalitarian society, every militaristic society, every society that has 
tacitly let alone officially sanctioned torture, or murder without trial – from the Romans to 
the Inquisition, from Napoleon to the Nazis, from Stalin to the Taliban – from the Chinese 
to the Saudis to North Korea:  each one of these in its own ways, for its own reasons, and 
with different levels of ferocity has debased language, has suppressed free speech, and 
has seen rigorous debate not as healthy but rather as a threat to the regime. Where books 
burn, people soon follow.

This lesson is complicated in the West right now. On the one hand, we are not living in 
fascist states, and we are mostly free. If you doubt that I need only ask: would you trade 
places with someone in North Korea, or a Tibetan monk in Chinese-ruled Tibet or a Yazidi 
in Iraq?

But on the other hand,  our commitment to truth and rationality is being very deeply chal-
lenged in different ways, both from the right and from the left. We should not be surprised 
that society is becoming more tribal and more violent as language is debased. The two 
are inextricably connected. If we want to live in peace and freedom, then we need to learn 
from the tradition how we might genuinely disagree. In the arguments between the school 
of Hillel and the school of Shammai we side usually with Hillel because, we learn, they be-
gan their arguments by stating, with respect, the actual position of the school of Shammai. 
Can you do this, can I?  
 
We cannot begin to address the challenges of sustainability without deep commitments to 
rational discourse: arguing with respect, and respecting truth. 

Number eight. Love the stranger, because you were a stranger. 
 
This is the heart of Jewish tradition, the single commonest phrase in the Torah This is 
where Jewish “religion” and Jewish memory combine and intertwine. Even if Jews are not 
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religious, most of us have a strong sense of empathy for the underdog. It is far more than 
“loving thy neighbor as thyself,” a fairly abstract notion. Rather we say:  We were slaves 
in Egypt. We endured the Shoah. We remember what it was like to be persecuted. To be 
picked on. To be a minority. To be vulnerable. 

If the world now retreats into camps and walls and enmity then we will descend into vio-
lence, and as appalling as the savagery of the 20th century was, the human consequences 
in the 21st century could be worse. We have more people, and worse weapons. 

So against this we must say: love the stranger because you were a stranger.  
This is not to define a policy. People of goodwill can legitimately disagree on immigration 
policy or anything else. 
But we need a chancellor of Germany who can imagine being Jewish, a prime minister of 
Britain who can imagine being a refugee, a president of Hungary who could imagine being 
gay or transgender. We need a president of the United States who could imagine needing 
to flee from Venezuela or the Sudan to reach the safety of America.

Radical empathy can’t fix all that is wrong in the world. But it can help to inoculate us from 
the worst consequences of human fear and violence. It is one of the gifts of Jewish tradi-
tion that we have learned the hard way. Part of our gift to the world in the 21st century 
must be to continue to teach this lesson. 

Number nine. Halacha – walking the walk, and voluntary self-re-
straint.  
 
The word halacha means Jewish religious law. Its etymological root is lalechet – to walk. 
So halacha really means the path, or the way, or – we might say – walking the walk.

There is a rich and ancient behavioral psychology encoded in Jewish tradition. Mitzvot, 
blessings, the Talmud, tzedakah, the multiple and many rules and traditions and customs 
and byways of Jewish life – together they add up to an ongoing centripetal force, acting 
upon our psyche and upon human behavior.

It is not that all Jews behave well – certainly not. 
It is not that there are not “pious” Jews who have behaved badly, even atrociously – clearly 
there are.

But the central daily intent of the tradition is to control instinct, to constraint lust and 
appetite in the widest senses, and to encourage us to do right, in ways small and large. 
Halacha is short hand for this entire process.

Halacha as an idea raises significant challenges for liberal western society. We have come 
to believe that freedom means that you can do your thing and I’ll do my thing and so long 
as you don’t directly injure me, I have nothing to say to you about your behavior – and 
maybe nothing even to say to constrain myself, let alone you.

But the carrying capacity of Planet Earth now challenges us all to rethink this.  
Halacha offers a very particular antidote to the tragedy of the commons. 
It suggests that some combination of values, rules, laws, customs, and the daily reinforce-
ment of education and of social sanction is a critical key not only to a good life but to a 
good community, a good society and – perhaps – a good world. In our libertarian post-
modern West, there is no simple halachic answer to the great challenges that the world 
faces. But halacha poses a question, and a very critical one, to each community, person, 
institution, country, school-system: how can we engender self-restraint and good behav-
ior?
 

Number ten. Face tragedy squarely and respond with hope. 

There are many gifts from Jewish tradition that are relevant to the world today, but I want 
to end with this one.

We should have faded out of human history. 
Our Temple was destroyed and we were exiled from our land. 
    We came back. 
Our Temple was destroyed again, and we were exiled again. We couldn’t offer sacrifices. 
We no longer had priests.  
    We invented rabbis and synagogues and services. We adapted. We kept going. 
We went to Spain and lived there ten centuries, and then we were expelled. 
   We found new homes elsewhere. 
We faced pogroms. Then pogroms in other places. A false messiah. More pogroms. 
    We just kept going. We founded new shuls, new schools, new families. 
They murdered a third of our people. 
    We survived. Rebuilt. Started new lives in America, Australia.  
         After 1900 years, we rebuilt a Jewish commonwealth in the land of Israel. 
              And in the 21st century, Jewish communities are growing not only in   
    Jerusalem or Be’er Sheva, but also in Atlanta and Berlin    
     and Delhi and Shanghai.

Of course this is a Jewish story. 
But today it is a vital human story. 
We might think that this story of hope is somehow clichéd, but it is not. It’s central to Jew-
ish tradition and it’s necessary for all of us if we’re really to face climate change 
It is our gift to the Kurds, the Tibetans, the Yazidis, the North Koreans, to every people 
everywhere that has been displaced or persecuted.

The climate catastrophe, the extreme weather events, the die-off of the bees and of the 
corals, the pollution in the oceans, the coal and sulphur, the nuclear threat, drought and 
hunger and climate refugees, the loss of fish stocks, the destruction of the amazon basin, 
the melting of the permafrost and of the ice packs…. It is all too much. And we turn the 
page and avert our eyes, because what can we do?

This is why the hope that is embedded in Jewish history should now provide hope for all 
the world. 

The world is imperfect, and today it is threatened as never before.  
And it is true that, yes, we sometimes are – literally – our own worst enemies. 
But the Torah is a story of hope, and a series of lessons in choice and growth and the pos-
sibility of teshuvah – for individuals, for a society, for a whole world. And for all of us who 
live in Ninevah…

:  7  :

Postscript.  
These are words we read each year in Devarim, in the book of Deuteronomy:

How extraordinary that our Torah teaches this. 
A precautionary principle, enunciated two thousand years ago. 
 
Today we’re again building a new house. 
 
It’s a new house for our kids and our grandkids, for the fish in the sea and the birds in the 
sky and for the bees, pollinating, living, making their honey.
The house we’re building is the world itself, renewed each day by our choices and actions 
and inactions.

May we all try to build a parapet, a guard rail – for anyone who might be injured if we fail 
to do this.

And may we be blessed, you and me and all of us. 
 
To face hard truths. To strive to be our best selves. To bring artistry and creativity, tradition 
and innovation, old rhythms and fresh kindnesses, to every piece of our lives. May we 
change our institutions. May we vote for wise governments. 

And may our ancient commons renew and replenish, slowly, painstakingly, year by year, 
so that together we create a better future and a better world for all.

ן ְיִהי ָרצֹון   .…May it be so - ּכֵ
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ָך  ֑ ֲעֶק֖ה ְלַגּגֶ ֥יָת ַמֽ ִית ָחָדׁ֔ש ְוָעׂשִ ֣ ֤י ִתְבֶנה֙ ּבַ ּכִ
נו... ֽ ל ִמּמֶ י־ִיּפֹ֥ל ַהּנֵֹפ֖ ֽ ָך ּכִ ֵביֶת֔ ִמים֙ ּבְ ֤ים ּדָ א־ָתׂשִ ְוֹלֽ

When you build a new house, you shall make a 

guard rail for your roof, so you shall not cause blood 

(to be spilled) in your house, so no-one should fall 

from your roof….





When we arose in the morning, an inferno in our ears
we discovered that the land had gone away.
We searched for it on foreheads, between the bed sheets,
on the silent writing desk. The signs 
were forgotten. And we knew not why
the land had gone.
We put the blame on an ancient opening.
We were like a pregnant woman, a pregnant 
woman locked in a prison.
What does she see?
The plaster peeling in deep purple, like the memory.
The memory trembles in her belly.
Kicking like a fetus the memory tries.
The memory dies.

Eliaz cohen

HOW THE LAND LOST ITS WAY
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SNOW GLOBES

Leora Wise
Three Sea Monsters, 2019, paper mache, acrylic paints

According to ancient mythologies, sea monsters representing chaos ruled the planet since the dawn 
of time. To establish order, the creator had to defeat them before proceeding with the act of creation. In 
maps of the city from the Middle Ages, sea monsters soar menacingly from the the waves surrounding 
Venice. Three sea monsters emerge again from the roiling waters inside the snow globe to frolic with 
one another, overjoyed by their good fortune. For years and years they bided their time, waiting for the 
moment when the world will rise against mankind, no longer able to contain its greed and arrogance.

Since the Paris Universal Expo of 1878, snow globes have enchanted human beings.
They are tiny worlds, often suspended in water, preserved under glass, very often accompanied by falling snow. They are miniature, 
time-warp bubbles where belief is suspended.

The Living Under Water artists took this nostalgic icon and its accompanying metaphors and created contemporary riffs on climate change. 
Each one is a personal statement about how the artist perceives this issue.

LYNNE AVADENKA
Afterword, 2019, paint, metal, paper, glass

 
In the Akdamut Milin (אקדמות מילין) prayer are several lines that beautifully present a kind 
of doubling of the creative act, using a metaphor to evoke the Creator’s creative powers in 
making the world.  I’ve reshaped this quote and paired it with a planet in grave human-
created danger.

Andi Arnovitz
Adapting, 2019, 3-D printed house and tree, hand painted, watercolor

One of the most visually memorable parts of Venice is the skyline… rooftops which are filled 
with looming, outdated chimneys that are no longer used.  I have tried to think about the 
necessity of adaptation and how perhaps planting a tree in every chimney in Venice could 
create a different environmental reality.

Ken Goldman
Venice Calls, 2019, carved oak, plaster and polychrome

This is a symbolic miniature of earth whose seas have filled to capacity, rising and 
threatening life as we know it today. The globe’s aged base complete with a carved grimacing 
fountain lion is a reminder of Venice, one of the most critically threatened treasures of the 
world. The famed city’s lion-mouthed fountains mockingly spew water around the clock as 
the seas surrounding the city continue rising, threatening its very survival. Venice’s struggle 
is a warning to the rest of the globe of a shared fate if we do not act immediately to curb 
carbon emissions and find new ways to reverse the damage we have irresponsibly caused.

Meydad Eliyahu
Float, 2019, water, paper, pigment, varnish, wood and glass

The focus of this piece is the image of the mendicant, one of a few I drew from memory after seeing 
them in the streets of Venice. Their presence was direct and unmediated. I saw them as prophets, 
foretelling that our existence in this luxurious environment, full of the most fashionable and 
richest art and design, is both fragile and transient.
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Remarkably, ecological apocalypses often envision demise 
by water. See Noah. This is remarkable insofar as water is 
the element of life, that which makes our planet Earth. The 
deluge, mabul, is therefore death by life, by a flood, a certain 
excess or intemperance of life.

Torah, often compared to water, presents the same am-
bivalence. The Babylonian Talmud’s tractate discussing 
rain, Ta’anit (7b), points at the tension between two parts of 
one verse from Deuteronomy: “my teaching cut like rain” vs. 
“my words drip like dew” (Deut. 32:2). Rava says: “if a wise 
scholar [talmid hakham] is decent [hagun] – like dew, if not 
– it cuts him like rain.” R. Bna’a, perhaps glossing the “decen-
cy” that divides lethal and vital, differentiates Torah “for its 
sake” [lishmah] and Torah “not for its sake” [shelo lishma]. 
For the sake of what?

***
Beit Makhshava, literally “House of Thought,” is a proj-

ect that envisions the Beit Midrash, the traditional Jewish 
house of learning, as a dwelling for contemporary thought. 
Its workshops, which in the last two years were generous-
ly hosted by Beit Venezia, bring intellectuals – academics, 
scholars, philosophers – with and without Talmudic back-
ground, to engage rabbinic texts on social and political 
questions of the present.

Is this Torah for the sake of politics, thought as a means 
to action? Is this bringing Torah to life, a “decent” learning, 
lishma? Or is this rather instrumentalizing Torah, drowning 
it in the elements of life? Is politics, action, life an end in 
itself, to which everything else is means, or does life too, like 
water, answer to decency, to thoughtfulness?

***
Beit Makhshava Venice 2018 was dedicated to the con-

temporary question of ecology. Ecology concerns the en-
vironment as oikos, “home,” not as given elemental nature, 
but as a design, arising from thought (logos) and action. 
The essentially political question of ecology was thus dis-
cussed as intertwined with the question of technology and 
the question of economy. Its contemporary core: how the 
advanced human project of inhabiting the earth progresses 
to endanger life on earth, by way of excess or intemperance, 
by way of flood.

Noah is the father of a humanity that knows its life on 
earth to be not an absolute value, who knows human life to 
be a condition reliant upon action and decency – on action, 
on decency. Unjust life perished by uninhibited water. It 
is, however, this very same humanity, the Noahide, Bibli-
cal, Western, whose excess now prepares a new eco-tech-
no-logical demise.

The Beit Makhshava 2018 workshop revolved around a 
passage from Ta’anit. The Mishnah’s word for rain, geshem, 
literally means corporality, earthly existence. The ecolog-
ical disaster that Ta'anit envisions is not too much rain, a 
flood. It keeps silent on Noah. The tractate’s basic concern is 
rather too little rain, a drought, a lack of geshem, an impov-
erishment of corporeal earthly existence. The guiding ques-
tion of the tractate pertains to human response to drought. 
Ta’anit is akin to ma’ane, “reponse.” Ta’anit’s response to the 
lack of geshem in the world is the reduction of human gesh-
em, of human corporeality, through fasting, not drinking, 
not washing, not working, not greeting. Ta’anit, response, 
is also inuy, meaning torment, deprivation. Ta’anit, respon-
sive deprivation, is the mutual condition of earth and of hu-
man action.

The following pages feature reflections of participants 
in Beit Makhshava Venice of October 2018, inspired by the 
discussions and events that took place. 

TALMUD FOR  
THE COMING STORM:
CAN JEWISH TEXTS HELP US GRAPPLE  
WITH CLIMATE CHANGE?
Julia Watts Belser

We were deep in what Jewish tradition calls “the sea of Talmud” when the water first came seeping in.  We gath-
ered as scholars of Jewish Studies, some with expertise in rabbinic literature, others working in contemporary 
Jewish philosophy and ethics, coming together in Venice to grapple with the question of whether ancient Jew-
ish texts could speak to the contemporary challenge of climate change.  We were studying a page from Ma-
sechet Ta’anit, a volume of the Babylonian Talmud that lays out communal response to drought and rain crisis 
when there was water at the door: a different kind of sea.

For all of us visitors to Venice, it was our first aqua alta: the first time we inhabited a place where residents 
know what it means to live – at least in part – under water.  The city itself adapted adroitly to circumstance, 
from the sirens that broadcast the height of water in the streets to the enterprising merchants who sell plastic 
boot covers the way street hawkers in my own city rush to match tourists with umbrellas in a sudden sum-
mer rain.  Schoolchildren in Venice greet aqua alta with the same glee that occasions an American snow day.  
Among my fellows too, there was an almost giddy excitement.  Colleagues were rolling up their pants legs, 
fashioning ersatz wading boots out of large plastic trash bags, plotting a course through a city suddenly made 
strange.  

And for me?  I’d like to tell you that I played it cool.  But when I saw the water rolling through the foyer, when 
I watched the rubber ramp our hosts had placed for me in the entryway float away on a little swell, I felt an 
utter, abject dread.  Here I was, a wheelchair user in a city of bridges, with the water rolling in.

I’ve studied environmental ethics for years, and I work particularly on disability and disaster, so it wasn’t 
the first time I’ve confronted the ways that climate change magnifies the problem of inaccessibility, the way 
environmental crisis amplifies the structural inequality that people with disabilities face every day.  But this 
was the first time I’d felt it in my bones; the first time I considered how to make my own way on wheels 
through a city submerged by the sea.

In many parts of the world, environmental risk is far less tangible.  Unlike the highly visible effects of floods 
or other natural disasters that are intensified and exacerbated by climate change, many environmental dan-
gers are slow, silent, and largely invisible – at least for a while.  While human communities often display an ad-
mirable ability to band together in the face of dramatic and immediate crisis, the incremental nature of climate 
change makes it much harder to marshal a meaningful response.  

Our response to climate change is also hampered by the problem of differential impact: the fact that those 
who bear the greatest responsibility for climate change are the ones most insulated from its effects.  In the 
United States, poor neighborhoods routinely suffer more from floods, even as entrenched patterns of racism 
mean that communities of color face crumbling infrastructure, less access to resources, and fewer funds for 
recovery.  Similar patterns of inequality persist around the globe.  Certain bodies are on the front lines of envi-
ronmental harm, while the environmental decision-makers usually live farther from the coming storm.

Combine the incremental nature of climate harm with the fact that many wealthier countries and com-
munities remain relatively insulated from its worst effects and you have a perfect storm for collective denial.  
Climate crisis is a crisis of timing.  In order to stave off the worst effects, we need to take action now – before 
many of the countries, corporations, and communities that are most responsible for climate change feel its 
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effects.  Low-lying island nations may well be swallowed by the rising seas before rich 
United States politicians feel the effects of climate change personally.  

Can ancient Jewish wisdom help us grapple more forthrightly with these questions?  In 
some respects, climate change poses an unprecedented problem – a problem that might 
not be solved by appealing to conventional Jewish sources about wise resource use and 
environmental responsibility.  Given the vast differences between our situation and the 
world of the rabbis, I’m not convinced that ancient Jewish texts always offer us suitable 
prescriptions for environmental action.  But when it comes to addressing the psychologi-
cal barriers to making change?  There, I believe Jewish sources can shed powerful light on 
the challenges we face.   

Consider one example: how ancient Jewish rituals for responding to drought can help 
illuminate the problem of timing, the need to act before catastrophe is at our door.  Drought 
was the pre-eminent climate crisis of the ancient Mediterranean world.  In the semi-arid 
ecology of Israel-Palestine, rain falls only during a few months of the year, during the win-
ter months that follow the Jewish holiday of Sukkot.  When the rains don’t come, the very 
life of the land is at risk.  An ancient Jewish teaching in Genesis Rabbah 13:3 gives power-
ful voice to the close connection between rain, earth, and human survival: “Without earth 
there would be no rain, and without rain there would be no earth, and without the two of 
them there would be no humans.” 

When the rains were significantly delayed, the rabbis prescribed a series of ritual fasts, 
a way of calling out to God to end the drought.  The Mishnah, an early rabbinic legal text, 
lays out the specifics:  In the first weeks, when it’s clear that the rain is delayed, elite in-
dividuals undertake a series of limited fasts, a kind of coordinated private practice.  If the 
drought persists, those fasts are extended and expanded, lengthening in both duration and 
the restrictions they impose.  If the crisis continues unchecked, the Mishnah calls upon the 
entire community to fast.

Today, most of us think of absent rains as a “natural” disaster.  But biblical and rabbinic 
traditions present drought as a moral crisis: a sign that the community has failed to live up 
to the covenant, that the community has broken faith with God.  The communal fasts are 
meant to express humility and contrition, to transform the heart through the practice of 
crying out for rain.  The fasts bring home a powerful lesson – reminding the human com-
munity how intertwined our own lives are with the life of the land.  

Even more significantly, the practice of fasting gives the human community an oppor-
tunity to confront the visceral reality of rain crisis.  During the fast, the community feels the 
gnaw of hunger, its physical press against the flesh.  They rehearse through their bodies the 
danger of drought, the truth of risk.  Drought will bring famine if left unchecked; it will cause 
the earth to wither and its inhabitants to starve.  

But unlike famine, fasting is a deliberate and intentional practice: a choice to restrict con-
sumption while food is still available.  Fasting anticipates crisis.  It’s a practice that a com-
munity adopts before famine strikes, before want has wiped clean their larders.   Through 
the escalating rituals of the fast, the Mishnah does the very thing we struggle to manage 
when it comes to climate change: to act before we feel the effects.

Fasting deliberately interrupts the rhythm of ordinary life.  Consider the Mishnah’s fast 
ritual: On the fast day, the community brings the Torah scrolls into a public place in their 
town.  They let go the usual business: no one eats, no one bathes, no one works.  They gather 
to pray, putting ash upon their foreheads and the heads of the leaders.  They even put ash 
on the Torah scrolls themselves, a gesture the Talmud takes as a symbolic reminder that 
even God is affected by drought and a promise that God will be with them in their time of 
trouble.  

In a recent talk about human responsibility in an age of climate change, Jewish ethicist 
Laurie Zoloth asks, “What would make you halt? What would stop your busy life? What 
would interrupt you?”1  It’s the very same question that drives the rabbis, as they chart a 
course for calling their community to reflection and action.  While I’m not convinced that 
replicating the Mishnah’s precise paradigm is a fruitful strategy for collective engagement 
around climate change, I believe these ancient texts have powerful insights to offer contem-
porary communities.  In order to engage more responsively with climate change, perhaps 
we need communal practices that shake us out of everyday patterns and ordinary habits.  
Perhaps we need practices that remind us of our vulnerability, that allow us to feel the wa-
ter lapping at our toes, to recall the connection between rain and earth and sea and flesh. 

1 Laurie Zoloth, “2014 AAR Presidential Address: Interrupting Your Life: An Ethics for the Coming Storm.”  Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 84:1 (2016).
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[R. Eliezer:] From what time do they make mention of ‘the Power of Rain’?
-  Mishna Ta’anit

Diminishing magical power of the rain
-  Walter Benjamin, Arcades Project, D 1, 7

Venice is exposed to flood tides, locally called acqua alta (literally, high water) that are 
generated by a number of factors…
-   D. Camuffo, G. Sturaro, Venice in the Context of European Scale Climate Changes 
with Special Reference to the ‘Acqua Alta’ Phenomenon

I.
Venice. An old city. An almost archaic abode with a seemingly magical flair, surrounded 
by generations of water, the ur-element of life. It cultivates the past, it nurtures it. When 
the wet season has come and the rain is pouring, an uncanny atmosphere is generated. 
Uncanny because it seems as if with each falling water drop, the city mourns the spirits of 
the past, as if it has been doing so for centuries. This mourning of the past, generated by 
millions of waterdrops, aporetically extends the singular intervals of life and disrupts the 
linear course of history at the same time – incidentally, just like in Hamlet, “the time is out 
of joint” in rainy Venice.

Rain in Venice irritates, interrupts, and perhaps also inverts the notion of a linear in-
ter-generational timescale, and in doing so, it questions the ‘inter-’ of any ecological issue of 
inter-generational justice. The ‘inter-’ is the archaic abode where the recalled spirits of the 
past originate. But this ‘inter-’ is not a magical site, and (discussing) rain in Venice has a crit-

GENERATIONS OF WATER  
MOURNING IN THE SEA OF LIFE
LOOSE THOUGHTS ON THE POWER OF RAIN,  
ACQUA ALTA, AND THE QUESTION OF SURVIVAL

ical function not only insofar as it potentially interrupts the notion of any linearity of time, 
history, and generation. It likewise inherently bears the existential question of survival in a 
city where water not only comes from above, but which is similarly enclosed by it. 

II.
Venice under water. Under specific seasonal circumstances, the city is inundated with wa-
ter from the Mediterranean Sea, mare nostrum (literally, our sea), as the Romans named it. 
Recent attempts to avert the eternal recurrence of this seasonal phenomenon – the acqua 
alta – through interventions into the ecological system offshore, seem to have failed so far. 
Paradoxically, the abbreviation of the latest undertaking of this kind is M.O.S.E. (Modulo 
Sperimentale Elettromeccanico) – it was built to detain the inflowing water from the sea. 
But in the case of the acqua alta, the Mose of Venice has no prophetic character, it is not 
protecting the city from being overflooded. Moreover, it cannot protect the future gener-
ations from drowning. The question of how to read the ‘inter-’ of inter-generational jus-
tice, hence, is more urgent than ever. It is existentially pressing, that is to say, it is ethically 
pressing, like the water that presses itself upwards from below with all the power it has. This 
question is as existential as the need to stay above water when the sea encloses oneself – it 
is a question of survival.

The sea itself, however, like the power of the rain, is merciless; it is even more so during 
specific seasons of the year. In Venice, its mercilessness becomes apparent during the au-
tumn season, a season in which, in another area of our sea, the question of survival has 
reached its existential and ethical culmination point. A raindrop that falls disperses on the 
surface of the water, before sinking gently and peremptorily shaking the mourning gener-
ations of water, this ur-element of life. 
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AQUA ALTA
HANNAH TZUBERI

At one point over the course of our workshop, I fished my mobile phone out of my bag 
and googled “aqua alta.” Giuseppe announced that the water was about to rise, higher than 
normal, and I tried to figure just how much exactly it would rise. Twenty minutes later, 
we waded through ankle-high water, that had sneaked its way into every corner, niche, and 
sideway of Venice. It was the kind of moment I love: academics with plastic bags wrapped 
around their feet, or barefooted, testing different lanes back to the piazza, where our hotel 
was located – me, in the midst of it, excited by the moment that the order, the plan, and the 
program unexpectedly crumbles. 

Yet, there was something, like a distant memory, that lurked in my mind and didn’t van-
ish. And it was, in truth, not that distant at all, but all too close: I remembered myself back 
home in Berlin, where I carry the stroller of my child up and down the subway’s stairs, twice 
daily. I have to concentrate, not let the stroller fall, grab it firmly, control my steps, keep my 
eyes on the other, elder child. I sometimes ask for help, sweating, re-arranging the bags that 
dangle around myself, and the stroller’s handlebars. Had the children been with me in Ven-
ice, this aqua alta would have caused me stress. 

My joy about the rising water and the breakdown of order thus depended on my abil-
ity to maneuver and master it, and this plain realization is, I think, related not only to the 
moment of an imminent breakdown of order: the spaces I can inhabit, the kind of person I 
can be, depends on my ability to assume a sense of mastery and self-determination – and 
crucially, this sense of mastery and self-determination is distributed unevenly. When I am 
a mother in Berlin, my day is structured by the needs of the people who depend on me. I am 
fundamentally immobile, bounded, limited, and determined by relations of responsibility, 
care, and love. I cannot just go anywhere. Yet when I am traveling on my own to Venice, I can 
perceive the city without feeling that sense of boundedness, and assume instead a sense of 
independence: I can be a master over my time and my movements, and that sense of mas-
tery determines the way I perceive whatever happens around me. The difference between an 
adventure and a disaster seems not to lie in the magnitude of the event itself but in the sense 
of mastery that I can assume vis-à-vis the event. 

I wonder if that sense of mastery and self-determination is related to the notion of sov-
ereignty. In its broader sense, sovereignty refers not only to states, but to an individual’s 
ability to determine her own affairs, free from (and also against) the “social thick” (tradition, 

religion, class, ethnicity, gender etc.), within which every subject is situated, and by which it 
is inevitably limited. 

Sovereignty as a propriety of states and of individual human beings is historically and 
ideologically tied to the humanist conception of agency, commonly referred to as a “secular-
ized theological concept,” the ideological genealogy of which can be traced to the Paulinic cri-
tique of rabbinic Judaism as an “idolatry” of “dead letters” (the law), to be overcome through 
a disembodied, inner belief (“the spirit of the law”), in which the boundaries of social, ethnic, 
historical, or gendered situatedness are neutralized. In early patristic writings and again in 
many quarters since the mid-nineteenth century, Paul’s project thus has been understood 
as one of universalizing Torah, breaking through the particularism of the Jewish tradition. 
Galatians 3:26-29 is thus taken as the moral center of Paul’s work: “For as any of you as were 
baptized into Christ have put on Christ (saying): ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek; there is 
neither slave nor free-man, there is no male and female. For you are all one in Jesus Christ’.” 

The modern notion of a “sovereign self” is thus historically and ideologically linked to 
the Paulinic concept of agency and self-realization, and premised on a dichotomization of 
freedom, truth, and belief on the one side and law, coercion, body and practice on the other, 
and the striving of detachment of the latter from the former. As put by Daniel Boyarin: “Paul 
is the vehicle of a certain distrust of corporeality that is characteristic of Christian culture 
as well as of the Western critique of ethnicity since his text is the material base of much of 
the discourse on ethnicity in Christian culture. Things of the body are less important than 
things of the spirit”. 1 Corporeality and all that is related to it – ethnicity as the foundation of 
collectivity and practice as constitutive of this collective body – here becomes a problem to 
be solved, rather than a condition to be affirmed. 
Thus, wading through the rising waters of Venice, I was forced to remember the condition, 
that I am often unwilling to affirm, or trying to escape (as if that were possible): the realiza-
tion of a certain lack of mastery, and the degree to which different spaces are built as if mas-
tery was an evenly distributed property of all – when in fact, it is bodies, histories, traditions, 
and relations of dependency that determine what we can be, what we imagine to be, and the 
spaces we can inhabit. 

1 Boyarin, Daniel and Jonathan, “Diaspora: Generation and the Ground of Jewish Identity,” Critical Inquiry 19/4 (1993), 693-725
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Texts, customs, rituals, memory, and tradition have shaped a Jewish way of life, which 
may offer a unique access to nature. Ecological issues concern the world of which we are a 
part and which we need in order to exist. In the following, I will deal with ecological issues 
from a Jewish point of view. Generally speaking, environmentalism does not rank high in 
Jewish studies. It is not the aim of this essay to formulate a comprehensive analysis of eco-
logical issues in Jewish life and thought. Its restricted goal lies rather in the discussion of 
relevant elements in Jewish religious life and Jewish philosophy that contribute to ecologi-
cal care and to the construction of an eco-theology. I approach ecology from the standpoint 
of Jewish religious values and Jewish philosophy.

The Spirit Is “between”

An important thinker who inspires a Jewish ecology is Martin Mordechai Buber (1886–
1965). In his dialogical philosophy, spirit “is not in the ‘I’ but between ‘I and you.’ It is not like 
the blood that circulates in you but like the air in which you breathe.”1 In Buber’s relational 
thinking, the ‘I’ may develop a dialogical relationship toward nature. There is relatedness 
and interconnectedness between the human being and nature. ‘I–you’ may turn, for exam-
ple, to a tree as a ‘you.’ In his holistic view, Buber sees relation as reciprocity. It is possible to 
contemplate a tree as a picture or a movement. One also can assign a tree to a species that 
follows the law of nature, or to count trees:

Throughout all of this the tree remains my object and has its place and its time span, its 
kind and condition. But it can also happen, if will and grace are joined, that as I contem-
plate the tree I am drawn into a relation, and the tree ceases to be an It. The power of 
exclusiveness has seized me.2

Buber’s attempt to overcome the subject–object dichotomy in his philosophy of the ‘be-
tween’ could serve as a remedy for a biased, hierarchical view of nature merely as an object 
to be exploited and mastered. It could heal our earth and our position towards nature. His 
famous contrast between ‘I–it’ and ‘I–you’ is helpful in overcoming our alienation from na-
ture:

Whoever says You does not have something for his object. For wherever there is some-
thing there is also another something; every It borders on other Its; It is only by virtue of 
bordering on others. But where You is said there is not something. You has no borders. 
Whoever says You does not have something; he has nothing. But he stands in relation.3

1   Buber, Martin, I and Thou, transl. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970)

2   Ibid., p. 57-58

3   Ibid. p. 55

God and Nature
A more classical Jewish view on nature distinguishes between a transcendent God and na-
ture: God can be found in nature, but He is also beyond it; nature belongs to God (la-Shem 
ha-arets u-melo’ah; Ps. 24:1). Whatever one thinks about the precise relationship between 
God and nature, a Jewish eco-theology adheres to the command to approach nature from 
the perspective of social justice. Nature is there for all human beings and, therefore, the 
equal distribution of food and water is one’s duty. The traditional Jewish approach to nature 
as creation, as a gift of God (ve-ha-arets natan li-bne adam; Ps. 115:16) is one of responsi-
bility for the earth. It is a remedy for materialism, consumerism, and the lack of sensitivity 
for sentient beings. The poor and the underserved are the privileged categories of God’s 
love, who created nature for all of us. A Jewish spirituality is a spirituality that knows about 
the ladder of Jacob, which was “set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven; and 
behold the angels of God ascending and descending on it” (Gen. 28:12). It concerns body and 
soul and links heaven and earth, God and nature.

Outlook

Modern Jewish philosophers provide us with tools to develop environmental sensibilities. 
Moreover, the Jewish tradition offers thoughts and laws that regulate man’s behavior to-
wards nature. A Jewish eco-theology is, therefore, nurtured by tradition and philosophy. 
Such an eco-theology cannot function without special care for the climate. It is well known 
that fossil fuel burning, massive deforestation and massive industrialization contribute 
to global warming. Global warming leads to climate change, extreme weather conditions 
and the thinning of glaciers. Factories pollute the environment and endanger and harm the 
health of people. Global warming challenges us. We are responsible for the well-being of fu-
ture generations. One does not have to be a Jewish eco-theologian in order to be conscious 
of man’s responsibility for the environment. Eco-theology offers the spiritual sources which 
may provide motivation to safeguard our planet and its inhabitants.

From a Jewish perspective, humans are stewards of the earth, responsible for God’s cre-
ation. They are called to repair the world: to protect the natural environment from pollution, 
to care for the ozone layer which defends us against the damaging rays of the sun and to 
safeguard the earth and the people upon it. The saying “For the Earth is Mine” (Lev. 25:23) 
implies that our exploitation of the Earth cannot be absolute, since one has to take care of 
God’s creation, i.e., of the common good. The rights of the individual are restricted when it 
comes to the protection of the public domain. A climate-conscious behavior, love of nature 
and the struggle against ecological evils are the appropriate reaction to the divine gift of 
the earth and of all life. In a sabbatical existence, one is invited to rediscover the mystery 
in creation, which is a present for all and in which all human beings can breathe, recreate 
themselves, and be there for others.   
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THE CROSSING  
OF THE WATERS
Ivan Segré

The waters rise; they threaten. Humanity is afraid of being, one day, submerged. Without 
firm ground, in fact, how to stay standing?

Europe is in addition prey to a “migratory crisis,” also called a “crisis of immigrants.” In 
2015, a tide of one and a half million immigrants flowed into the European continent, arriv-
ing via Greece, Spain or Italy. People were afraid of the worst: inundation, if not flood. A dam 
was needed.

The aquatic metaphor is often used today to describe these men, these women, these 
children, escaping war, misery, persecution or simply the absence of horizon. One readily 
speaks of “migratory waves” or a “flood of refugees.” And furthermore, whereas the digital 
age experiences flows of information, the “migratory crisis” brings an “influx” of refugees, 
namely a sudden, massive and liquid inflow.

The liquid, in contrast to the solid, is without form. To signify water, one therefore asks, in 
certain languages, what it is: in Latin aqua (qua?); in Anglo-Saxon languages “water” or Was-
ser (what? Was?); in Hebrew mayim (ma?). Water raises questions – what is it? – because it 
is an amorphous mass; like these masses of people who flow towards Europe, or towards 
the United States. So we work to build dams. We plan the construction of walls. To protect 
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ourselves from the rising tide.
In the story of the Exodus from Egypt, the situation seems to be the exact opposite: the 

Hebrews did not want to enter Egypt; they wanted out. And going out of Egypt, they crossed 
the Yam Suph. Their Egyptian pursuers, Pharaoh’s armies, in contrast, were submerged: the 
sea closed on them, while letting the running slaves pass freely.

At the miraculous crossing, the verse says Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, 
that an east wind was blowing all night long, and that “the waters” were divided. Midrash 
Rabbah, a rabbinic commentary of the 4th century CE, explains that if Exodus 14:21 employs 
the plural “the waters” to refer to “the sea,” it means to indicate that it was not only one sea, 
Yam Suph, that was divided that day, but “all of the waters of the entire earth.” It is this mi-
drash that Rashi (an 11th century Jewish exegete whose glosses accompany the traditional 
editions of the Hebrew Bible) chooses to quote in his commentary on the verse in question.

We should hold to the lesson of this verse and its midrashic commentator: our salvation 
will depend on the universality of our desire, of our project. Because either we see “all of the 
waters of the entire earth” divide so that the road to the promised land emerges, or “one wa-
ter”, “one sea” – particular, dammed, closed on itself – will submerge us. 
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JONATHAN SACKS: THE STEWARDSHIP PARADIGM56



This poem replaces lost ice
using just the weight of huge cold words
like monstrosity, callousness and stare.
The ice rebuilds a model nothingness
to save us syllable by syllable.
This poem restores trees
by breathing green words onto concrete
whispering leaf-like words into leaden air
words like waft and dignity and sweet…
Plump words encourage trees to fruit.
This poem unloads bees in swarms
to murmur into road-maimed weeds
and buzz bee-words in velvet dabs
to spur immensities of apples, almonds
enough to fill the city’s yellow wheelbarrows.
This poem gushes water alive with fish
swelling rivers, the cool splash
of transparent language eddies
over the smoothness of pebbles
into pessimism’s taciturn throat.
This poem recycles broken politics
into funny exchanges, discards
the word consumer in favour of neighbour
offers time, saying: friend, the older
you get, the lovelier you become.
This poem digs itself up like a potato,
earth clings to it. Cook it as you wish.
Raw, it’s hopelessly inedible: add
the salt and flame of your intelligence
dear reader, blaze it into fuel!

THIS POEM SOLVES EVERYTHING  
WHILST STILL RELYING HEAVILY ON YOU.

SOPHIE HERXHEIMER
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THROUGH THEIR HANDS

For three weeks, five artists shared living and working spaces, 
discussed, participated in workshops, listened to contributions 
on the  climate issue and on Venice, walked around the city and 
crossed the lagoon by boat. 

I had been asked to report all this in a video.  As an artist, I could 
not resist asking myself some initial questions: what would be 
the less invasive - and at the same time personal - attitude to doc-
ument the birth and development of five different works? How 
would my artistic awareness be linked to theirs?  I myself was 
not the artist in residence, my role was another, my approach was 
therefore quiet: I observed, photographed, filmed, listened, re-
corded the genesis, process, and development of the work of each 
of them. I wanted to be as objective as possible. However, from the 
very beginning I looked for a common thread that could help me 
following everyone’s path. In between workshops, discussions 
and work sessions in the engraving studio, the movement of the 
hands commanded my gaze and dictated a rhythm. Hands taking 
notes, scribbling on notebooks, engraving and inking the plate, 
turning the press, changing the pressure, immersing the paper 
in water.

Engraving is rhythm, the gesture marks a sound, like that of a 
burin on metal. Hands command and establish relationships; in 
my video as well, hands create the link between one image and 
another. 

The selection of the recorded material was also an important 

and delicate phase: it is the time when a canvas takes shape, a 
general idea of the narration. There is no precise script prior to 
this: the narration undergoes continuous variations, the images 
are built as they find their place in the timeline of the video, and 
are unfolded for the first time in the rhythm marked by the stop 
motion technique.

Working on video editing is like working on a collage: it is a 
stratification, an interweaving of images and experiences, those 
of five artists and mine that overlap, like perspectives and sen-
sitivities. In the timeline, harmonies and precarious balances 
alternate.

In the engraving technique, every time the felt that protects 
the plate is raised and the sheet is freed from the pressure of the 
press, the feeling of fear is mixed with excitement. Was there too 
much ink on the plate? Was the pressure too high? Too little? 
Will the whites be evident enough, the blacks deep enough? Will 
the acid have consumed the plate enough? Was the paper damp 
enough?

The instant when the image is revealed is magical. In video 
editing there is an equally magical moment: when the images 
are arranged and placed side by side in the timeline, their suc-
cession, the speed with which they run and the combination of 
the shots is always surprising; this is the most intriguing as-
pect, which brings the editing of a video closer to the creative 
process of an engraving and its printing. 

Translation by Enrica Pillon 

Lucia Veronesi
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>> On the edge of deluge  // continued from page 17 

Nothing designed today should rely on fossil fuels. An 
abrupt, radical change of course is in order to avoid the 
storm clouds on the horizon. All new energy resources must 
be renewable and sustainable.  Coal, no matter the level of 
sulfur content, will always be dirty and black; oil, whether 
drilled or fracked or scraped from tar sands will burn into 
our lungs as smog; and  gas, “natural” or liquefied will lull us 
into a reduced-emissions stupor. All fossil fuel, in all forms 
must be left in the ground. Investment in exploration must 
cease. Better stone cold sober now than way over-cooked in 
a matter of decades.  All of our energy and attention should 
be on a swift decisive transition to sustainable alternatives.

Tapping into the daily consistent flow of solar irradiation 
brings light down from the heavens and leaves no waste nor 
pollutes the Earth, land, water, or air. Solar energy is clean 
and accessible for all to enlighten, enhance and energize 
peoples’ lives. By contrast, fossil fuels come from within the 
Earth, the product of geologic pressure on ancient carbon. 
Bringing it to the surface in the service of humans today is 
a costly and polluting process. Burning it for energy fouls 
our air. 

Today’s overwhelming scientific evidence has not fully 
penetrated humanity’s heart. Instead of curbing use of fos-
sil fuels since the 2015 international Paris climate accord, 
its use has continued to rise like a runaway train. Like Pha-
raoh, we refuse to heed the warning signs in front of our 
eyes that continuing our conveniently wasteful practices 
is perilous. Humanity today is enslaved by its addiction to 
fossil fuels. Though possessing knowledge of its harm to us 
and the Earth’s ability to maintain a comfortable climate, we 
continue to drill, frack, and extract every last drop of ancient 
sunlight trapped below the surface.  Like ancient Egypt, we 
hold fast to the constricting human construct of endless 
growth and development, believing that Earth’s ecological 
limits can be ignored with impunity.

Standing next to me in this lonely crowd 
Is a man who swears he’s not to blame 
All day long I hear him shout so loud 
Crying out that he was framed 
I see my light come shining 
From the west unto the east 
Any day now, any day now 
I Shall Be Released
     - Bob Dylan

Thinking the future will be more or less like the past is an-
other of our illusions. Climate change is proceeding too fast 

for us to adapt as may have once been able to do in the face 
of slower moving epochs of glaciation or warming.  More 
and more people will be on the move from homelands that 
have become uninhabitable.  No country, no people remains 
protected in our increasingly and intensely interconnected 
world. 

Any or all of us may become like the Children of Israel: 
refugees. Maybe we will be lucky to be taken in by a benev-
olent neighbor.  Today we have no leaders like Joseph to in-
terpret our collective dreams or to mandate action to solve 
future problems. Ours is an advanced civilization, not one 
centered on just the narrow habitable strip along the Nile 
River; it is global. We are more numerous, so much more in-
terconnected and interdependent. Impacts on one area will 
likely affect others in a chain of disruption and destruction.  

Changing climate is fast becoming the greatest driver 
ever of mass migration; witness the masses knocking on 
other’s gates from Central America to the US and from the 
Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa to Europe. Will they be 
greeted by troops at the borders or welcomed in some fash-
ion or other?  What are our ethical responsibilities? 

The Pesach story wisely teaches an inter-generational 
perspective. It is a story of hope, liberation, and redemp-
tion. It is a celebration of wilderness wandering and return 
to home; of getting back to tending our own gardens in a 
land renewed with milk and honey.  What we do matters, 
here and now, and to countless generations of our people 
to follow. 

Humans may once have adapted to previous changes in 
climate prior to the civilized comfort since the Agricultural 
Revolution.  Now, however, change is happening not over 
centuries, but over decades. We struggle to apprehend the 
magnitude of our challenge. Even harder is to predict or as-
sess the relative likelihood, intensity and location of future 
events from current trends.  Clearly “the old road is age is 
rapidly agin’;” the new age pregnant with uncertainty. 

I am optimistic that a new consciousness will emerge 
from the climate crises. An advanced, technologically pro-
gressive, ethical and sustainable civilization will thrive. 
Teachers will emerge, perhaps from traditional or new spir-
itual paths, perhaps from, science to spread the message of 
being part of, not separate from, the Earth upon which we 
rely for our life’s basic needs of clean air, water, and food, 
all of which the Earth provides for free, just for the purpose 
of supporting life. We have all the tools we need to create 
a more just, balanced world. Our power of innovation and 
creativity are enormous. Our love for our fellow humans 
outweighs our greed and desire for destruction. Our destiny 
is to know and fully embrace life. 

“If you believe you can destroy, you must believe you 
can repair.” 

- Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav 
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