
CO2 Exchange
and The Role of Plants

Plant and animal life are locked into an amazing 
partnership. Plants use carbon dioxide (CO2) and 
release oxygen (O2). Animals breath oxygen and release 
carbon dioxide. In fact, every molecule of oxygen that 
you and any animal breathes originates with plants. 
You could say without plants, human and animal life 
could not exist.

Over the last hundreds of years forests have been 
destroyed around the world, and humans have 
gone from just breathing out CO2 to producing it in 
much greater amounts from energy production and 
transportation. The CO2 equilibrium that existed for 
millennia is now out of whack!

Environment VII: Exploring a  
Jewish Response to Climate Change

The Whole-School Curriculum

by Noam Dolgin and Rabbi Kevin Kleinman

If not for the trees, human life could not exist. 
(Midrash Sifre Deuteronomy 20:19)

     Etz Hayyim Hi 
l’Makhazikim Bah—She is a tree of life for all 
who draw strength from her. (Proverbs 3:17)

Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai used to say, “If 
you have a sapling in your hand and you are 
told that the Messiah has come, first plant the 
sapling and then go welcome the Messiah.” (Avot 

de-Rabbi Natan 31b)

Read the quotations above, then answer the following questions:

1. Why are trees so important in Jewish thought? ____________

 _______________________________________________________

2. Why is the Torah called a tree? ___________________________

 _______________________________________________________

3. When the Rabbis wrote “If not for the trees, human life could 
not exist” more than a thousand years ago, which pieces of 
the science do you think they knew?

 _______________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________

Etz Hayyim Hi,
She is a  

Tree of life
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Greening our Homes and Lives

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” 
(Margaret Meed)

In order to reduce my environmental footprint and help fight global 
climate change I will (pick one from each category):

Transportation Food

Ride my bike more Eat more food that is locally grown

Arrange carpools with my friends Eat less meat

Take public transportation Eat less packaged or prepared food

Energy Use

Turn off all the lights when I leave a room

Turn down the house thermostat and put on a sweater when it̕s cold

Use less air conditioning when it̕s hot

Spend more of my free time doing activities that don’t require electricity (less computer, TV, video games, etc.)

Celebrating Shabbat
The solution of humanity’s most vexing problem will not be found 
in renouncing technical civilization but in attaining some degree of 
independence from it. On the Sabbath we live, as it were, independent 
of technical civilization: we abstain from any activity that aims at 
remaking or reshaping the things of space. Man’s royal privilege to 
conquer nature is suspended on the seventh day. (Rabbi Abraham Joshua 

Heschel, The Sabbath)

Imagine if every Jewish person in America kept Shabbat. No TV, no 
computer, no driving. None of the technology we have come to rely on so 
heavily. 

How much energy could we save? How much CO2 could we reduce? Let’s find out.

Average daily technology usage statistics for individuals in the United States of America: 
TV watching — 3 hours/day Computer usage — 6 hours/day Vehicle driving — 33 miles/day

Let’s do the math:

3 hours of TV at an average of 0.25 lbs/hr.
+ 6 hours of computer at an average of 0.21 lbs/hr

+ 33 miles of driving an average of 1.23 lbs of CO2/mile

= Total lbs CO2/person per week (from above)

x 6,000,000 American Jews (approximate)

= lbs. CO2/week

x 52 Weeks/year

= lbs CO2/year

Greening our Building
There are many things that can be done to make 
your building more environmentally friendly. 
Walk around the school building and find one 
wasteful situation.

Describe the wasteful situation. ____________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

What can be done to resolve this problem so it won’t 
happen in the future? ______________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
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Greening Our Communities Practices

Greening our Ritual Practice
Many Jewish rituals require materials that come with their own footprint. 

List the items associated with each of the holidays below and one or two ideas to make those items more environmentally friendly

Holiday Items Green Alternatives

Example: Shabbat wine, hallah, candles, dinner organic, locally grown wine, bees wax candles

Rosh ha-Shanah

Sukkot

Hanukkah

Purim

Pesah

    

Sam
ple

Sam
ple



Science of Global 
Climate Change
This CO2 equilibrium is part of a much 
larger system of gases found in the 
atmosphere known as the Greenhouse Gas 
Layer. Without these gases—CO2, CH4 
(methane), and a few others—Earth’s average 
temperature would be about 60°F colder. 
Too cold for life as we know it! 

However, now that we have increased CO2 
from energy production and transportation 
and increased CH4 (methane) from 
waste disposal and meat production, the 
Greenhouse Effect has intensified, warming 
the globe and creating global climate change.

Global Climate Change? 
Why Not Global Warming?
While on average the Earth’s temperature 
will rise, the effects on each region of the 
planet will be different. Shifts in global ocean 
current, wind direction and intensity, rainfall 
patterns, and more will lead to a global 
change of climate of a scale far beyond just 
warming!

  L’ovdah U’lshom'ra:
To Use but Not to Abuse!

The Eternal placed ha-adam (the human being) in the 
Garden of Eden to work it and guard it. (Genesis 2:15)

If you believe you have the power to destroy, believe you 
have the power to fix. (Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlov)

There are three ways in which we may relate ourselves 
to the world: We may exploit it, we may enjoy it, we may 
accept it in awe. (Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel)

Rabbi Yitzhak Eisik said, “The motto of life is ‘Give and 
Take.’ Everyone must be both a giver and a reciever. One 
who is not is like a barren tree.” (Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim, Later 

Masters)

Give three examples of how humans must use, work, destroy, or receive from 
the world for survival.

1.   ___________________________________________________________________________

2.  ___________________________________________________________________________

3.  ___________________________________________________________________________

Give three examples of how humans can guard, accept, fix, or give to the world 
for its survival.

1.   ___________________________________________________________________________

2.  ___________________________________________________________________________

3.  ___________________________________________________________________________
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Global Effects  

of Climate Change
Global Climate Change Forecast for year 2100*

• Mean temperature increases 5.4°F.
• Sea level rises 1–3 feet due to melting polar ice. 
• Increase in hurricane frequency and intensity.
• Coastal degradation due to increased erosion and sea-level rise. 
• Increased frequency of heat waves and heavy precipitation.
• Decrease in sea ice and snow cover.

* Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 4th Assessment 2007

Environmental Effects of Climate Change
• Up to 30% of plant and animal species at increased risk of 

extinction.
• Change in rainfall patterns.
• Severe water shortages and drought in certain regions.

Social Effects of Climate Change
• Hundreds of millions of people exposed to increased water stress.
• Increased wildfire rates.
• Agricultural losses.
• Increased threat of floods and storms.
• Increase in infectious diseases.
• Millions displaced due to sea-level rise.

Effects of Climate Change 
on Israel

Israeli Climate Change Forecasts for year 2100*
• Mean temperature increase of 3°F.
• Reduction in precipitation by 6%.
• Increased rain intensity/changes in rainfall patterns.
• More severe weather events such as droughts and 

floods. 
• Desert biomes expected to shift 250 miles northward.

* Israel’s First National Communication on Climate Change — Submitted 

under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, Nov., 2000

Environmental Effects on Israel
• Severe water shortages.
• More severe weather events such as droughts and 

floods.
• Desertification, loss of arable farmland.
• Shifting of ecosystems, species loss.

Social Effects on Israel
• Severe water shortages.
• Agricultural losses.
• Migration in search of resources.
• Refugees from inundated lands.
• Economic crisis.

Personal Carbon Footprint
Each of us is responsible for an average 20 tons of carbon each year. Our driving, flying, eating, and personal energy 
consumption are major contributors to the problems of climate change. By analyzing and reducing our carbon 
footprint we can greatly reduce our impact.

Visit the footprint calculation website http://www.earthday.net/footprint/flash.html and use the results to answer the questions below.

1) If everyone lived like you, how many planets would we need to provide enough resources?  _________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2) To support your lifestyle, how many global acres of productive land are needed? ____________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3) How many tons of carbon dioxide are you responsible for annually?  __________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4) What three categories contribute the most to your footprint?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

For a more in-depth analysis for you and your family, visit the carbon calculation website http://coolclimate.berkeley.edu.

Personal responsibility—The Paradox of 
Personal Climate Responsibility

The problems of global climate change cannot be solved by the actions of any of us 
individually. 

Yet simultaneously, the problems of global climate change cannot be solved without the 
action of each of us individually. 

Rabbi Tarfon said:
.     ,    

Lo alecha ha-m’lakha li'gmor, v’lo attah ven horin 
l’batel mi-mena.

It’s not up to you to finish the task, but neither 
are you free to desist from it. (Pirkei Avot 2:21)

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav says:
According to the Rabbis, every person must say the 
entire world was created for me. If the world was created 
for me, it follows that I must always examine how I can 
rectify the world and fulfill its needs. (Likutei Moharan 15:1)

How do these sources relate to the paradox of personal climate  
responsibility as described above? _________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________

melting polar ice caps
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