
Dr. Joanna Macy is an environmental activist, author, and scholar of Buddhism,
general systems theory, and deep ecology. Her renowned framework for

activism is called The Work That Reconnects. In The Work, Macy describes

Three Stories of Our Time. She writes, “Each of these stories reveals a profoundly

different lens through which people understand the world we all live in.”

Each is happening simultaneously, and at any moment, we can choose which

story we put our energy behind.

The following excerpts explore how the Three Stories of Our Time live in Jewish
sacred myth, and in our lives as Jewish climate activists.

STORY #1 BUSINESS AS USUAL

“Business As Usual is the story of the Industrial Growth Society, and the European-based colonial
empires from which it emerged. It is the dominant enforcing mechanism of a predatory capitalist,

imperialist economic system (in other words, the corporate financial military industrial complex) that
perpetuates patriarchy and white supremacy for the profit and power of a few. The defining premise,

which we hear from politicians, corporations, corporate-controlled media, and the military, is that
there is little need to change the way we in the industrialized world live.”

workthatreconnects.org/spiral/the-great-turning/the-global-context

As you read the following text, keep in mind that Ancient Egypt was a great industrial empire
of its time, with massive organized systems of labor, agriculture, and concentrated power.
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Exodus 5:1-6
(1) Afterward Moses and Aaron went and said to
Pharaoh, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel:
Let My people go that they may celebrate a festival
for Me in the wilderness.” (2) But Pharaoh said,
“Who is the LORD that I should heed God and let
Israel go? I do not know the LORD, nor will I let
Israel go.” (3) They answered, “The God of the
Hebrews has manifested to us. Let us go, we pray,
a distance of three days into the wilderness to
sacrifice to the LORD our God, lest God strike us
with pestilence or sword.”

(4) But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses and
Aaron, why do you distract the people from their
tasks? Get to your labors!” (5) And Pharaoh
continued, “The people of the land are already so
numerous, and you would have them cease from
their labors!”

(6) That same day Pharaoh charged the
taskmasters and foremen of the people, saying,
(7) “You shall no longer provide the people with
straw for making bricks as heretofore; let them go
and gather straw for themselves.”

ה ֹ֑ ן וַיּאֹמְר֖וּ אֶל־פַּרְע ֹ֔ ה וְאַהֲר אוּ משֶֹׁ֣ ר בָּ֚ (א) וְאַחַ֗
גּוּ ֹ֥ י וְיחָ ל שַׁלַּח֙ אֶת־עַמִּ֔ ר ה׳ אֱ�קי ישְִׂרָאֵ֔ ֹֽה־אָמַ֤ כּ

ר י ה׳ אֲשֶׁ֣ ה מִ֤ ֹ֔ אמֶר פַּרְע ֹ֣ י בַּמִּדְבָּרֽ׃ (ב) וַיּ לִ֖
עְתִּי֙ ל ֤�א ידַָ֙ ח אֶת־ישְִׂרָאֵ֑ ע בְּקלֹ֔וֹ לְשַׁלַּ֖ אֶשְׁמַ֣

אמְר֔וּ ֹ֣ ל ֥�א אֲשַׁלֵּחַֽ׃ (ג) וַיּ אֶת־ה׳ וְגַ֥ם אֶת־ישְִׂרָאֵ֖
רֶ֩� א דֶּ֩ ינוּ נֵ֣לְכָה נָּ֡ א עָלֵ֑ ים נקְִרָ֣ י הָעִבְרִ֖ אֱ�הֵ֥
ינוּ ר וְנזִבְְּחָה֙ לַהֽ׳ אֱ�הֵ֔ ים בַּמִּדְבָּ֗ שְׁ֨�שֶׁת ימִָ֜

בֶר א֥וֹ בֶחָֽרֶב׃ נוּ בַּדֶּ֖ ן־יפְִגָּעֵ֔ פֶּ֨

ה מָּה משֶֹׁ֣ יםִ לָ֚ לֶ� מִצְרַ֔ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶם֙ מֶ֣ ֹ֤ (ד) וַיּ
יו לְכ֖וּ ם מִמַּעֲֽשָׂ֑ יעוּ אֶת־הָעָ֖ ן תַּפְרִ֥ ֹ֔ וְאַהֲר

ה ים עַתָּ֖ ה הֵן־רַבִּ֥ ֹ֔ אמֶר פַּרְע ֹ֣ לְסִבְ�תֵיכֶםֽ׃ (ה) וַיּ
ם מִסִּבְ�תָֽם׃ ם אתָֹ֖ רֶץ וְהִשְׁבַּתֶּ֥ ם הָאָ֑ עַ֣

ם ים בָּעָ֔ ה בַּיּ֣וֹם הַה֑וּא אֶת־הַנּגְֹשִׂ֣ ֹ֖ ו פַּרְע (ו) וַיצְַ֥
בֶן ת תֶּ֧ ר׃ (ז) ֣�א תאֹסִפ֞וּן לָתֵ֨ ֹֽ יו לֵאמ וְאֶת־שׁטְֹרָ֖

ם יֵלְֽכ֔וּ ם הֵ֚ ֹ֑ ן הַלְּבֵנִ֖ים כִּתְמ֣וֹל שִׁלְשׁ ֹ֥ ם לִלְבּ לָעָ֛
ם תֶּֽבֶן׃ וְקשְֹׁשׁ֥וּ לָהֶ֖

Who in this text represents the Business As Usual mindset?

What is at stake for Moses and Aaron and the Israelites?

How does Pharaoh respond to Moses and Aaron?
Do you see corollaries between these characters and groups of people today?

How does Pharaoh increase oppression on the Israelites?
Do you see corollaries today?

Have you ever stood up to people in power who were championing Business As
Usual? How did you feel? What was their response?

In what ways do you put your energy behind the story of Business As Usual?
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STORY #2 THE GREAT UNRAVELING

The Great Unraveling is the story told by scientists, journalists, and activists who have not been
bought off or intimidated by the forces of the Industrial Growth Society. Drawing attention to the

disasters caused by Business As Usual, their accounts give evidence of the on-going derangement
and collapse of biological, ecological, economic, and social systems.

workthatreconnects.org/spiral/the-great-turning/the-global-context

Some understand the plagues in the Exodus story as an allegory for the natural
consequences that afflict a society built on oppression and shortsightedness. The plagues
are thus terrible and awesome wake-up calls that signal the Great Unraveling of the Egyptian
system of slavery. Moses and Aaron are the initial prophets who warn Pharaoh, but eventually,
even his own magicians name what’s happening:

Exodus 8:13
Aaron held out his arm with the rod and struck
the dust of the earth, and vermin came upon
man and beast; all the dust of the earth turned
to lice throughout the land of Egypt. (14) The
magicians did the same with their spells to
produce lice, but they could not. The vermin
remained upon man and beast; (15) and the
magicians said to Pharaoh, “This is the
finger of God!” But Pharaoh’s heart stiffened
and he would not heed them, as the LORD had
spoken.

הוּ֙ וַיַּ֙� ן אֶת־ידָ֤וֹ בְמַטֵּ֙ ֹ֨ ן וַיּטֵ֩ אַהֲר (יג) וַיַּעֲֽשׂוּ־כֵ֗
ה ם וּבַבְּהֵמָ֑ ם בָּאָדָ֖ רֶץ וַתְּהִי֙ הַכִּנָּ֔ ר הָאָ֔ אֶת־עֲפַ֣

יםִ׃ (יד) רֶץ מִצְרָֽ רֶץ הָיָה֥ כִנִּ֖ים בְּכׇל־אֶ֥ ר הָאָ֛ כׇּל־עֲפַ֥
יא אֶת־הַכִּנִּ֖ים ם לְהוֹצִ֥ ים בְּלָטֵיהֶ֛ ן הַחַרְטֻמִּ֧ וַיּעֲַשׂוּ־כֵ֨

ם וּבַבְּהֵמָהֽ׃ (טו) ם בָּאָדָ֖ לוּ וַתְּהִי֙ הַכִּנָּ֔ ֹ֑ וְ֣�א יכָ
וא ע אֱ�קים הִ֑ ה אֶצְבַּ֥ ֹ֔ וַיּאֹמְר֤וּ הַחַֽרְטֻמִּם֙ אֶל־פַּרְע

ר ה׳׃ ר דִּבֶּ֥ ם כַּאֲשֶׁ֖ ע אֲלֵהֶ֔ וַיּחֱֶזַק֤ לֵב־פַּרְעהֹ֙ וְֽ�א־שָׁמַ֣
{ס}
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After the plagues of blood, frogs, lice, beasts, cattle disease, boils, and hail, there has been
terrible devastation in Egypt. Many crops, livestock, and people have perished. At this

juncture, Pharaoh’s courtiers themselves speak up:

Exodus 10:7
Pharaoh’s courtiers said to him, “How long
shall this one be a snare to us? Let the men go
to worship the LORD their God! Are you not yet
aware that Egypt is lost?”

ה זֶה֥ לָנ֙וּ֙ יו עַד־מָתַי֙ יהְִיֶ֨ ה אֵלָ֗ ֹ֜ י פַרְע (ז) וַיּאֹמְרוּ֩ עַבְדֵ֨
ם ים וְיַעַֽבְד֖וּ אֶת־ה׳ אֱ�קיהֶ֑ אֲנשִָׁ֔ שׁ שַׁלַּח֙ אֶת־הָ֣ לְמוֹקֵ֔

יםִ׃ ה מִצְרָֽ י אָבְדָ֖ ע כִּ֥ רֶם תֵּדַ֔ הֲטֶ֣

What elements of Egyptian society are at risk from the plagues?

What if any corollaries do you see to modern climate change?

Who are the contemporary spokespeople for the Great Unraveling?

Medieval rabbinic commentator Ibn Ezra translates Exodus 10:7 as “Do you want to
first be certain that Egypt is lost before you let the people go? Are you going to wait

until then?!” How does this translation change the verse’s meaning?
Do you see modern day connections?

How do you put your energy behind the Story of the Great Unraveling?
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STORY #3 THE GREAT TURNING

We hear the story of a Great Turning from some who see the Great Unraveling and don’t want it to
have the last word. This is the story of the transition from an Industrial Growth Society to a Life

Sustaining Society.  Attitudes shift from exploitation to respect, from extraction to regeneration,
from competition to cooperation. More and more people come to see how interwoven we are as

peoples, and recognize that solidarity with one another is a way through these crises. So we join
together to act for the sake of life on Earth.

workthatreconnects.org/spiral/the-great-turning/the-global-context

After the Death of the First Born, Pharaoh finally lets the Israelites go, acting for the sake of the
survivors in Egypt.

Exodus 12:30
And Pharaoh arose in the night, with all his
courtiers and all the Egyptians—because there
was a loud cry in Egypt; for there was no house
where there was not someone dead. (31) He
summoned Moses and Aaron in the night and
said, “Up, depart from among my people, you and
the Israelites with you! Go, worship the LORD as
you said! (32) Take also your flocks and your
herds, as you said, and begone! And may you
bring a blessing upon me also!”

ילְָה ה֤וּא וְכׇל־עֲבָדָיו֙ ה לַ֗ ֹ֜ קׇם פַּרְע (ל) וַיָּ֨
ין יםִ כִּיֽ־אֵ֣ ה בְּמִצְרָ֑ ה גְדלָֹ֖ י צְעָקָ֥ יםִ וַתְּהִ֛ וְכׇל־מִצְרַ֔

ה ם מֵתֽ׃ (לא) וַיּקְִרָא֩ לְמשֶֹׁ֨ ר אֵיֽן־שָׁ֖ יתִ אֲשֶׁ֥ בַּ֔
י ֹ֙אמֶר֙ ק֤וּמוּ צְּאוּ֙ מִתּ֣וֹ� עַמִּ֔ ילְָה וַיּ ן לַ֗ ֹ֜ וּֽלְאַהֲר

ל וּלְכ֛וּ עִבְד֥וּ אֶת־ה׳ ם גַּם־בְּנֵ֣י ישְִׂרָאֵ֑ גַּם־אַתֶּ֖
ם גַּם־בְּקַרְכֶ֥ם קְח֛וּ כְּדַבֶּרְכֶםֽ׃ (לב) גַּם־צאֹנכְֶ֨

ם גַּם־אתִֹֽי׃ כוּ וּבֵרַֽכְתֶּ֖ ם וָלֵ֑ ר דִּבַּרְתֶּ֖ כַּאֲשֶׁ֥

What do you make of Pharaoh's remarkable request at the end of this excerpt:
“May you bring a blessing upon me also!”?

What does the text suggest about the relationship between the
Great Unraveling and the Great Turning?

Finally, the Israelites cross the sea:

Exodus 14:29
But the Israelites had marched through the sea
on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for

יםִ ה בְּת֣וֹ� הַיָּ֑ם וְהַמַּ֤ ל הָלְכ֥וּ בַיּבַָּשָׁ֖ כט) וּבְנֵ֧י ישְִׂרָאֵ֛
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them on their right and on their left. (30) Thus
the LORD delivered Israel that day from the
Egyptians. Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the
shore of the sea.

ה מִיֽמִינָ֖ם וּמִשְּׂמאֹלָםֽ׃ (ל) וַיּ֨וֹשַׁע ה׳ בַּיּ֥וֹם לָהֶם֙ חמָֹ֔
ל מִיַּד֣ יםִהַה֛וּא אֶת־ישְִׂרָאֵ֖ ישְִׂרָאֵל֙וַיַּרְ֤אמִצְרָ֑

יםִאֶת־ ת הַיָּםֽ׃מִצְרַ֔ ת עַל־שְׂפַ֥ מֵ֖

This is how Exodus 14:30 is usually translated, but the Hebrew uses the singular noun for the
nation of Egypt. Literally, “The Israelites saw Egypt dead on the shore of the sea,” as in the
national economic, social, and military systems of Egypt were dead.

When we think about the Great Turning today, there is clearly no one moment where
destructive systems end and life affirming ones begin. Instead, we are in a massive global
moment of transition where all three stories exist at once.

In what moments of your life do you put your energy/money/actions
into supporting Business As Usual?

How are you calling attention to the Great Unraveling?

Where do you see or experience that the Great Turning is already here?

What more do you dream of doing to support the transformation?

JOIN THE JEWISH CLIMATE MOVEMENT TODAY

Dayenu.org

Text study by Rabbi Shoshana Meira Friedman, Dayenu's Rabbinic Ambassador,
in Partnership with Hebrew College
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