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Teva Learning Center

307 Seventh Avenue, Suite 900, New York, NY 10001


BACKYARD RAINBOWS

Adapted by Laura Bellows of the Teva Learning Center from Spirit in Nature: Teaching Judaism and Ecology on the Trail by Matt Biers-Ariel, Deborah Newbrun, Michal Fox Smart (Behrman House, 2000), pp. 20-21

Ages: 6 +

Setting: Outdoors, in a colorful, biodiverse natural area

Goals: 

· To strengthen personal commitment to conservation and stewardship

· To increase awareness and observation skills

· To understand the rainbow in a Torah context: A sign of God’s promise never again to destroy the earth and a reflection of the beauty of creation

· To learn the traditional blessing for seeing a rainbow and/or share appreciation of this divine covenant

· To become familiar with appropriate care and collecting practices in nature (for example, not collecting poison ivy, not picking unless abundant)

After the great flood subsided, God promised Noah and his descendants and all living creatures that God would never again bring a flood to destroy the earth.  To seal the promise and mark this covenant, God placed a rainbow in the sky. 

Procedure:


Tell the story of the rainbow as a sign of God’s brit (covenant) never again to destroy the earth by flood.  (Genesis 8:8-17)  Teach or review the colors of the rainbow and, if you wish, their order: Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, and Violet (creates the mnemonic acronym ROY-G-BIV).


Have the hikers collect natural objects that make up the colors of a rainbow; show them how to take care not to kill or harm anything they collect.  You may ask pairs of hikers to collect specific colors or just let the entire group search for colors together.  Leaves, soil, slugs, rocks, berries, and so on, may be good items for this project.


When the colored items have been collected, lay them out in rainbow order across the trail or in another easy-to-share spot, and lead the hikers in saying the rainbow blessing (adaptations below).  Tell participants that protecting the earth requires a partnership between God and humans; ask them to share a brit adamah, a personal covenant/commitment they can make to care for the earth.  Encourage them to think of rainbows as a reminder of God’s covenant with humanity and of the promises they make today.

Questions / Debrief:

· How is our rainbow different from or similar to the one in the sky?  

· When you saw a rainbow before today, what did you think of?  What will you think of when you see a rainbow from now on?

Adaptations:

Collecting the rainbow

· If physically collecting would damage a plant or animal, “collect with your eyes” and invite participants to lead each other in a rainbow tour of all the colors.

Blessing, expanding and appreciating the rainbow and the biodiversity of creation

The Rainbow Blessing is traditionally said only over naturally-occurring rainbows in the sky, like that in Noah’s story.  Whether or not you decide to reserve the full blessing for a sky-rainbow moment, explore and appreciate God’s colorful creation through: 

· After assembling the rainbow, create a quiet space around it for a) writing your own rainbow blessing, b) journaling about a past rainbow experience, or c) write about a wondrous time when you felt grateful for a plant, animal or person very different from yourself (an appreciation of biodiversity).

· Expand the rainbow: Lead a brainstorm of the many plants, animals, and experiences in nature that share the colors that you have just collected.  If you were unable to find a color, use imagination to invite an appropriate natural thing into your rainbow.

· Lead the group in a “web-of-life” brainstorm: How are the different pieces of our rainbow connected to one another?  How are they dependent on one another or on a common resource?  How do our actions affect this rainbow?

Creating our own covenant to care for the Earth, bringing the rainbow home

· Invite students to think of a brit adamah that relates to a certain color of the rainbow (as they interpret).  For example, a brit adamah of caring for trees by using both sides of the paper may be represented in the rainbow’s greenness or brown; the rainbow’s red may be a commitment to try a new red healthy food or help in a family vegetable garden; yellow may be the electricity saved when we turn off the lights.

· Send students home with a bit of rainbow ribbon or other reminder of their color(s) and commitments.  Or, if the rainbow was created on-site at a location frequented by participants, invite them to mark it as the group’s keshet makom kodesh, a rainbow holy/sacred space to which they can return and remember.
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