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Introduction
The new moon of Shevat is the new year of the trees: these are the 
words of Beit Shammai.  Beit Hillel says: the fifteenth of Shevat.

Babylonian Talmud, Rosh haShanah 2a

The Divine caused to grow from the earth every tree that was 
beautiful and good for food, and the Tree of Life was in the midst 
of the garden. 

Genesis 2:9

The tree has always been central to the Jewish imagination.  In the Garden 
of Eden, we have the Tree of Life (Etz Chayim) and the Tree of Knowledge 
of Good and Evil (Etz Daat Tov veRa).  In Exodus, we hear of the menorah, 
a tree-shaped lamp that is to be lit eternally in the sanctuary of the Israelite 
people. In Proverbs, the Tree of Life becomes Wisdom, whose ways are 
ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.   Later, the Tree of Life 
becomes a name for the Torah.  And the kabbalists of the Middle Ages and 
beyond used the Tree of Life to describe the flow of divine energy through 
all the worlds.  Since earliest times, trees have been the spiritual compan-
ions of our ancestors. 

The Babylonian Talmud (Rosh haShanah 2a) lists a variety of new years, 
pertaining to plants, animals, and time itself.  The fifteenth of the month 
of Shevat, or Tu B’Shevat in Hebrew, is the new year for trees.  Tu b’Shevat 
always falls on the full moon, and in the Western calendar usually arrives 
in late January or early February.   Tu b’Shevat also falls halfway between 
the first of the month of Tevet (the first day of winter) and the first of the 
month of Nisan (the first day of spring).   It is a liminal doorway between 
the seasons.

The legal meaning of this date has to do with the ancient practice of tith-
ing.  The fruits of a three-year-old tree were given to the Temple, and on 
Tu b’Shevat, Jewish farmers counted all their trees one year older, so they 
would know how old their trees were and be aware of when to tithe.  Tu 
b’Shevat was also a seasonal transition.  One tradition about Tu b’Shevat, 
found in the Jerusalem Talmud, is that the trees begin to suckle from the 
new rains, the spring rains, on this day.



 Tree Psalms A Tu b’Shevat Practice   5

The Tu b’Shevat Seder
The fruits of the trees hint in wisdom of that holy living tree…. the 
great and mighty tree, the tree that planted its roots in all that lives. 

Pri Etz Hadar

 
 
 
 
  
In the sixteenth century, the great kabbalist Isaac Luria and his compan-
ions, the kabbalists of the city of Sfat, came to believe that Tu b’Shevat was 
a day for celebrating the Tree of Life.  These mystics invented a seder for Tu 
b’Shevat, based on the Passover seder.  The Tu b’Shevat seder honored the 
kabbalists’ belief that God’s presence was like a tree “rooted in heaven” that 
stretched down from the Divine realm to enter our world.  

The traditional Tu b’Shevat seder has four stages representing the four 
worlds of Jewish mysticism. The seder includes the drinking of four glasses 
of wine or grape juice, representing these four stages.  The seder also in-
cludes the eating of three kinds of fruit:

Assiyah Doing The Physical Earth Fruit with Husks
Yetzirah Feeling The Emotional Water Fruit with Pits
Beriyah Thinking The Mental Air Soft Fruit
Atzilut Being The Spiritual Fire No Fruit (some use scent)

These stages and rituals represent the flow of Divine energy into the 
world—the sap flowing through the Tree of Life.

The kabbalists believed that by eating fruit, they could absorb the Divine 
energy within the fruit and raise it upward to God.  The first written 
version of this seder, published in the 18th century, was called the Pri Etz 
Hadar, or “fruit of the beautiful tree.”  From Sfat, this custom spread all 
over the Jewish world, and took on many different meanings.  For some, 
Tu b’Shevat has became a time to connect to the land of Israel through its 
fruits.  For others, Tu b’Shevat is a time to remember our relationship with 
the earth and promise to become better stewards or nature.
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The Fifteen Psalms
One custom for Tu b’Shevat is the reciting of the fifteen psalms of ascent 
or shirei hamaalot—Psalms 120-134.  These psalms are also traditionally 
recited on Shabbat afternoon, near the end of Shabbat.

All of these fifteen psalms begin with the phrase “A song of ascents.” Ac-
cording to Jewish tradition, they represent the fifteen steps of the Temple–
in a sense, the journey toward God.  The number “fifteen” is also the day of 
the month of Shevat on which Tu b’Shevat falls, as well as the numerical 
equivalent of Yah, a name for God.  There is an old kabbalistic Tu b’Shevat 
practice to eat fifteen kinds of fruit while reciting the fifteen psalms.  

Our “tree psaltery” interprets each of the fifteen psalms as a gift of Divine 
wisdom from a tree.*  The upright date tree, for example, speaks to us of 
justice, the willow teaches us need, and the blossoming apple teaches us the 
beauty of the present moment. Readers of this book are invited to journey 
to the spirits of fifteen trees, to bring the wisdom and sweetness of each tree 
into their lives. 

1. Thornbush Wholeness
2. Carob Stewardship
3. Myrtle Love
4. Reed* Strength
5. Willow Vulnerability
6. Date Palm Righteousness
7. Fig Hope
8. Cedar Holiness
9. Vine* Abundance
10. Wheat* Growth
11. Almond  Patience
12. Terebinth Wisdom
13. Pomegranate Kindness
14. Olive Peace
15. Apple Blessing

 
* Three of the featured plants—reeds, vines, and wheat—are not 
trees.  All of these plants have deep resonance in Jewish tradition 
and so they have been included.
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Suggested Uses of This Book
• Recite one of these psalms on each of the fourteen days preceding 

Tu b’Shevat, saving the final psalm for Tu b’Shevat itself.  On each 
day, take one of the meditative Spirit Journeys and/or take the 
suggested Nature Walk.

• You can also study the Sources— texts and midrashim related to 
each of the trees and their psalms.

• Hold a Tu b’Shevat seder.  Recite the appropriate psalm for each 
of the fruits you eat (i.e. date, grape, fig, almond, olive, apple) 
during the different parts of the seder.  See the end of this book for 
instructions.

• Visit one of your favorite trees, maybe of a species mentioned 
in this book: an apple tree, a cedar, a reed.  We have chosen to 
highlight trees mentioned in the Bible that figure prominently 
in Jewish lore, but if you live in a place where these trees don’t 
grow, seek out trees with similar qualities, substituting an oak for 
a terebinth or a maple with sweet sap for a date tree that produces 
date honey. Recite a psalm over the tree.  

• Recite the psalms on Shabbat afternoon, making Shabbat a day to 
celebrate creation.  

• At any time that seems right, use the spirit journeys for each psalm 
to connect with the essence of each tree.

The Translation of the Psalms
In this psaltery, the four-letter name of God is translated as “Tree of Life.”  
In the kabbalah, the four letters of God’s name together are known as the 
“Tree of Life”—the essence of God that moves through all the worlds.  

The psalms have been translated mostly in a gender-neutral mode, so that 
God, human beings, and trees can be imagined in a variety of ways.  

We have sometimes translated the Hebrew Yisrael as Israel, and sometimes 
as “the tribe” or “the people” in order to provide another perspective on 
what is meant by Israel.
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Psalm 120: Wholeness (1 Shevat)

Thornbush (Sneh)
A song of rising upward: 
When my suffering was upon me, 
I called and the Source of Life answered me. 
O Source, save my spirit from lying lips 
and a deceitful tongue. 
What can you give me, 
what can you gain for yourself, 
deceitful tongue? 
A warrior’s sharp arrows 
and the hot coals of the thorn-bush. 
Too long have I lived in the middle, 
dwelt amid alien tents. 
Too long has my spirit dwelled with peacehaters. 
I am peace, but when I speak, 
they are for war.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ֶאל־ְיהָוה ַבָצָרָתה ִלי ָקָראִתי ַוַיֲעֵנִני׃ ְיהָוה ַהִציָלה ַנְפִשי ִמְשַפת־ֶשֶקר
 ִמָלשֹון ְרִמָיה׃ ַמה־ִיֵתן ְלָך ּוַמה־יִֹסיף ָלְך ָלשֹון ְרִמָיה׃ ִחֵצי ִגבֹור ְשנּוִנים ִעם ַגֲחֵלי

 ְרָתִמים׃ אֹוָיה־ִלי ִכי־ַגְרִתי ֶמֶשְך ָשַכְנִתי ִעם־ָאֳהֵלי ֵקָדר׃ ַרַבת ָשְכָנה־ָלּה ַנְפִשי ִעם
 ׂשֹוֵנא ָשלֹום׃ ֲא ִני־ָשלֹום ְוִכי ֲאַדֵבר ֵהָמה ַלִמְלָחָמה׃

The sneh is a desert thornbush.  Some people believe that the rotem or des-
ert broom is the plant the Bible refers to as the sneh in the days of Moses— 
the plant that burns without being consumed.  Moses turns aside to look 
at the bush, for the bush is on fire but does not burn up.  At the burning 
bush, God reveals the Divine name to Moses: I-Will-Be-What-I-Will-Be, 
or I-Am-That-I-Am, or Being itself.  God then sends Moses on a mission to 
free the Hebrew slaves and bring them back to the place of the thornbush 
to receive revelation.

Why does the Tree of Life reveal itself to Moses in a thornbush?  One 
midrash says that the thorn-bush is the most humble of all plants, and that 
is why the Shekhinah (Divine Presence) chooses it to dwell in: in order 
to show the worth of even the humblest creature.  Another midrash says 
that the Shekhinah picks a thorn-bush to show that the Divine can dwell 
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anywhere, even in a place that seems prickly.  All life-forms have their place 
in an ecosystem, no matter how small they may be.  We are part of a larger 
whole, no matter how small we may seem.  

The speaker in this psalm describes great sufferings, including the deceit 
of others and internal self-deception.  These sufferings are like the thorns 
of a thorn-bush. The psalmist dwells in a place that seems full of enemies, 
a place of ominous tents.  The “peacehaters” in the psalm may be external 
enemies, but they may also be inner voices of anger, fear, and hatred.  Yet 
the speaker declares: “I am peace”—finding inner stability and wholeness.

The thornbush on fire is a symbol of the cosmos itself.  The universe exists 
even though it contains entropy, chaos, and death.  When we reflect on 
this, we learn how to contend with difficult forces within and without.  
From the mystics’ perspective, one can find peace in the world even as cy-
cles of creation and destruction unfold.  Wholeness exists amid the flames.  

The thornbush was not consumed even though it burned.  So too, when 
we are “on fire” with difficult feelings or crises, we can persist and find the 
peaceful core of our essence.   Then we become one with the wisdom of the 
thornbush, alive and thriving at its eternal core.

Sources
Someone asked Rabbi Joshua ben Karhah: ‘Why did the Holy One 
of Blessing speak to Moses out of a thorn bush?’  He said to him: 
‘Had it been out of a carob or a sycamore, you would have asked the 
same question!  But I cannot turn you away empty-handed. Why 
out of a thornbush?  To teach you that there is no space free of the 
Divine Presence, even a thornbush.’

Exodus Rabbah 2:9

God said to Abram: Go forth from your native land…. Rabbi Isaac 
said: this may be compared to a man who was traveling from place 
to place when he saw a burning castle. ‘Is it possible,” the man 
wondered, ‘that the castle has no caretaker?’  The owner of the 
castle looked out and said: ‘I am the master of the castle.’  Similarly, 
because Abraham our father asked ‘Is it possible the world has no 
caretaker?’ the Holy One of Blessing looked out and said to him: ‘I 
am the Master of the World.’

Genesis Rabbah 39:1
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Tree Facts
The rotem bush (also known as white broom) has beautiful, abundant 
white flowers.  Its wood is used for making charcoal.  Some believe the sap 
of the rotem bush is the source for biblical manna.

Nature Walk
Go outside and look for plants with thorns: roses, blackberry bushes, etc.  
Notice what parts of the plants are vulnerable and what parts are sharp 
or defensive.  What purpose do the thorns serve?  Against what do they 
defend? What does this teach you about the “thorns” in your life?  

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  See before you a mountain in 
the desert.  You are walking on this mountain.  You see a blazing light on 
the mountain.  Walk toward it.  As you approach, you see a flame.  There 
is a thornbush here, and it is on fire.  Watch it carefully.  See that the twigs 
and leaves of the bush are not being consumed.  

Sit before the bush so that you can see the flames that burn within it.  The 
bush is a reflection of your own inner fires.  See what flames of anger, 
hatred, or jealousy are burning around you.  See that your inner core, your 
soul, is not being consumed.  Your soul has the power to conquer these 
flames.  

Now, out of the bush, out of the fire, rises an image of your soul.  See what 
image has risen out of the bush.  As this image rises into the blue of the sky, 
it speaks to you its name.  Repeat this name to yourself.  Know that it is also 
a name of God.

Offer your thanks to the thornbush.  Turn and walk back down the moun-
tain.  As you do so, begin to notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of 
breathing in and breathing out.  Open your eyes.
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Psalm 121: Stewardship (2 Shevat)

Carob (Charuv)
A song of rising upward: 
I will lift my eyes to the mountains. 
From where will my help come? 
My help is from the Source of Life,  
maker of heaven and earth. 
The Source will not let your foot slip— 
your guardian will not sleep! 
Look, the guardian of Israel 
does not slumber or sleep. 
The Tree of Life is your guardian, 
The Tree of Life is your shade 
at your right hand. 
The sun will not strike you by day 
nor the moon by night. 
The Tree of Life will guard you from all evil, 
guard your spirit. 
The Tree of Life will guard your going out and coming in 
from now until forever.

 ִשיר ַלַמֲעלֹות ֶאָשא ֵעיַני ֶאל־ֶהָהִרים ֵמַאִין ָיבֹא ֶעְזִרי׃ ֶעְזִרי ֵמִעם ְיהָוה עֵֹׂשה ָשַמִים
 ָוָאֶרץ׃ ַאל־ִיֵתן ַלמֹוט ַרְגֶלָך ַאל־ָינּום שְֹמֶרָך׃ ִהֵנה לֹא־ָינּום ְולֹא ִייָשן שֹוֵמר ִיְׂשָרֵאל׃

 ְיהָוה שְֹמֶרָך ְיהָוה ִצְלָך ַעל־ַיד ְיִמיֶנָך׃ יֹוָמם ַהֶשֶמש לֹא־ַיֶכָכה ְוָיֵרַח ַבָלְיָלה׃ ְיהָוה
 ִיְשָמְרָך ִמָכל־ָרע ִיְשֹמר ֶאת־ַנְפֶשָך׃ ְיהָוה ִיְשָמר־ֵצאְתָך ּובֹוֶאָך ֵמַעָתה ְוַעד־עֹוָלם׃

Two Talmudic sages, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son Rabbi Elazar, 
hide in a cave to escape Roman persecution.  The Divine provides a mirac-
ulous source of sustenance for them: a well of water and a carob tree appear 
outside the cave.  For twelve years the scholars dwell in this cave, taking 
off their clothes and burying themselves in the earth most of the time in 
order to preserve their clothing.   These sages, father and son, go through an 
experience of shamanic burial, of learning from the earth itself.  Meanwhile, 
the carob tree provides them with sustenance and shelter.  The word for 
carob, charuv, is related to the word cherev or sword: it is a protective tree, 
guarding them and keeping them safe.  
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The singer of this psalm looks to the high places and waits for Spirit to 
provide defense and rescue.  The psalm describes the Divine as Shomer 
Yisrael, the Guardian who never rests but always stands watch. Like a tree, 
the Guardian provides shade—no harmful rays of sun or moon can get 
through.  

This Guardian Tree also provides spiritual shelter for the soul.  The psalm 
uses the root shmor, to guard, six times, one for each of the directions (east, 
west, north, south, up, down).  Like the carob tree of Shimon bar Yochai, 
the Guardian of Israel stands at the gateway, watching over all the comings 
and goings of the tribe.

In another famous Talmudic passage, Honi the Circle-maker (a Talmud-era 
Jewish rain shaman and prayer master) sees a man planting a carob tree and 
asks why he does so, since the carob will not bear fruit for seventy years.  
The man replies that he plants not for himself but for his children.  So too, 
when we think in the long term about the ways we relate to the natural 
world, we embody the carob’s role of guardian of the tribe.  We become 
stewards, shomrim, guardians of the earth.

Sources
Bar Yochai and his son went and… hid themselves in a cave. A 
miracle occurred and a carob tree and a well of water were created 
for them. They would strip their garments and sit buried up to their 
necks in sand, and studied the whole day. When it was time for 
prayers, they robed, prayed, and then put off their garments again 
so that they should not wear out. Thus they dwelt twelve years in 
the cave. Then Elijah came and stood at the entrance to the cave and 
said: ‘Who will tell the son of Yochai that the emperor is dead and 
his decree annulled?’  So they emerged.

Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 33b

One day Honi was walking down the road, and he saw a man 
planting a carob tree.  Honi said to him. ‘The carob doesn’t bear 
fruit for seventy years!  Why are you planting a tree you will never 
eat from?’   The man replied: ‘I found a world full of carob trees.  As 
my ancestors planted for me, so I plant for my descendants.’

Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 23a
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Tree Facts
Unlike most trees, carob trees flower in the autumn.  The carob we eat is 
derived from the pod of the carob tree.  Powdered carob is a common sub-
stitute for and chocolate.

Nature Walk
Go outside and find a tree that supports other life (i.e. shades mushrooms, 
has lichens, is a place for birds’ nests, etc.) Sit with the tree and notice its 
surroundings.  What other life does the tree support?  How do these other 
life-forms interact with the tree?  What do you learn from spending time 
with this tree?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  See before you a green valley 
with the entrance to a cave.  Outside the cave is a well, and a tree with a 
thick trunk, silvery-green leaves, and large dark brown pods hanging from 
it.   

Approach the well and look into it.  Reflected in the well, you see some-
thing you must face in order to be reborn, something that frightens you.   
Look as honestly as you can into this image.

Now, approach the tree.  The tree greets you and offers you one of its pods.  
Reach out and take a pod from the tree.  As you hold it, the pod transforms 
into your guardian: an object, creature, garment, anything you imagine.  
Receive this guardian.  If you wish, you may ask the carob tree for any 
instructions that you need.

Enter the cave.  Inside the cave is whatever you saw in the well: the thing 
you must face, the thing that most frightens you.  Face what you see.  Use 
the protection you have received.  Watch what happens when you face what 
frightens you.

When you have finished your encounter, leave the cave.  Thank the carob 
tree.  Take a drink of water from the well.  You have been reborn out of the 
earth, and have become new.  Notice what is different about you.  

Turn and begin to walk back through the valley.  As you do so, begin to 
notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  
Open your eyes.
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Psalm 122: Love (3 Shevat)

Myrtle (Hadas)
An upward-bound song of David’s: 
I rejoiced when people said to me: 
Let us go to the house of the Tree of Life. 
Our feet were standing in your gates, Jerusalem. 
Jerusalem rebuilt, a city bound all together, where the tribes,  
the tribes of the Life-Source made pilgrimage, 
the witnessing of Israel, 
to praise the name of the Tree of Life. 
There stood the thrones of judgment, 
The thrones of the house of David. 
Ask for peace for Jerusalem. 
May your lovers be at peace. 
May there be peace in your walls 
And serenity in your palaces. 
For the sake of my brothers, my sisters, and my friends, 
I will pray for peace within you. 
For the sake of the house of the Tree of Life, our Source, 
I will wish good for you.

־ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ְלָדִוד ָׂשַמְחִתי ְבֹאְמִרים ִלי ֵבית ְיהָוה ֵנֵלְך׃ עְֹמדֹות ָהיּו ַרְגֵלינּו ִבְשָע
ם ַהְבנּוָיה ְכִעיר ֶשֻחְבָרה־ָלּה ַיְחָדו׃ ֶשָשם ָעלּו ְשָבִטים ִשְבֵטי־ ם׃ ְירּוָשִלַ ַרִיְך ְירּוָשִלָ

 ָיּה ֵעדּות ְלִיְׂשָרֵאל ְלהֹדֹות ְלֵשם ְיהָוה׃ ִכי ָשָמה ׀ ָיְשבּו ִכְסאֹות ְלִמְשָפט ִכְסאֹות
ם ִיְשָליּו ֹאֲהָבִיְך׃ ְיִהי־ָשלֹום ְבֵחיֵלְך ַשְלָוה ְבַאְרְמנֹו ־ְלֵבית ָדִויד׃ ַשֲאלּו ְשלֹום ְירּוָשִלָ
 ָתִיְך׃ ְלַמַען ַאַחי ְוֵרָעי ֲאַדְבָרה־ָנא ָשלֹום ָבְך׃ ְלַמַען ֵבית־ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֲאַבְקָשה טֹוב

 ָלְך׃

The Torah names myrtle one of the four plants to be gathered in a sacred 
bundle during the Sukkot harvest festival.  Talmudic sages danced with 
myrtle at weddings.  Esther, the Jewish woman who marries a king and 
saves the Jewish people, has the additional name of Hadassah or myrtle—
the myrtle flower is shaped like the morning star, symbol of Ishtar, goddess 
of love and beauty.  When Shimon bar Yochai and his son Elazar (see 
above) emerge from their cave after many years, they see a man carrying 
bundles of myrtle to honor the Sabbath—often understood as a mystical 
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wedding between the Divine and the world.  Myrtle, or hadas, is joyful 
union: love, the power of bringing together.  

This psalm, the psalm of myrtle, is a pilgrimage psalm.  The singer of this 
psalm is celebrating the opportunity to go to Jerusalem for a festival: to see 
all the people gathered in “a city bound together.”  This is almost certainly 
a reference to Sukkot, when four species of plants were bound together in 
a festive bundle.  A pilgrimage is a time to be one with the whole people, 
with the whole earth.  This is why the psalmist ends with prayers for friends 
and kinsfolk.

While on pilgrimage, the psalmist sees the royal palace and thrones of the 
house of King David.  The psalmist responds to these awesome places: “Ask 
for peace for Jerusalem; may your lovers be at peace.”  The word ohavayich, 
lovers, has a double meaning.  First, it means “those loyal to you,” the 
citizens and allies of Jerusalem.  Second, it means romantic lovers, those 
who are in love with Jerusalem—maybe, those who are in love with God.  
When we are in love with life, with the Divine, with the “city” which is all 
of existence, we find serenity.

A midrash says that the myrtle represents the eyes: the myrtle gives us eyes 
to see that the Temple is always all around us. The wisdom of the myrtle is 
to find peace by knowing we are in God’s palace.  We are the bride or bride-
groom at a sacred wedding: we are entering divine union.   

Sources
They tell of Rabbi Judah bar Ilai that he used to grab a myrtle branch 
and dance before the bride at her wedding, singing: ‘O bride, fair 
and full of grace!’

  Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 17a

The leaves of the myrtle represent the eyes of a human being.
Leviticus Rabbah 30:14

Tree Facts
Myrtle flowers have five points and are shaped like a star.  Myrtle is prized 
for fragrance and for healing: it is useful in treating digestive and respirato-
ry problems.  Common myrtle, the biblical species, is now endangered in 
the wild.
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Nature Walk
Seek out a plant with a beautiful fragrance.  Close your eyes and inhale the 
fragrance.   How is it different to use your sense of smell to experience this 
tree, rather than other senses?  What does the smell convey to you?  What 
else, if anything, can you smell?  

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  See before you a wedding 
canopy set up among fragrant and luxuriantly blossoming trees.  Myrtle 
branches with bright green oval leaves twine around the poles of the cano-
py.

Reach out and touch one of the poles of the wedding canopy.  Feel its vi-
bration.   This vibration aligns you with the universe and heals you of your 
sense of isolation and alienation.  

You become aware that this canopy is waiting for you to enter it.  When 
you feel ready, step beneath the wedding canopy.  Your Beloved will appear 
next to you.  Look into the eyes opposite you.  See that your Beloved has 
been longing and waiting for you.   

Your Beloved speaks to you.  Hear the word or words.  This utterance 
allows you to feel and know that you are completely and perfectly loved.  
Place the word or words inside yourself.  You may call on this utterance 
at any moment that you need it.   Reach out, if you feel able, to touch the 
Beloved, to offer your love and gratitude.

When you are ready, turn and exit the canopy.  Your Beloved will walk with 
you among the fragrant blossoming trees.  As you do so, begin to notice 
your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open 
your eyes.
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Psalm 123: Strength (4 Shevat)

Reed (Suf )
A song of rising upward. 
To you I lift my eyes, 
you who sit in the heavens. 
Look, as the eyes of servants are on their master’s hand 
and as the eyes of a maidservant are on her mistress’s hand, 
so our eyes are toward the Tree of Life our Source 
until the One shall be kind to us. 
Be kind to us, Tree of Life, be kind, 
For we have had more than enough contempt. 
Long have our souls been fed with the scorn of the complacent 
and the contempt of the high and mighty.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ֵאֶליָך ָנָׂשאִתי ֶאת־ֵעיַני ַהיְֹשִבי ַבָשָמִים׃ ִהֵנה ְכֵעיֵני ֲעָבִדים ֶאל־ַיד
 ֲא דֹוֵניֶהם ְכֵעיֵני ִשְפָחה ֶאל־ַיד ְגִבְרָתּה ֵכן ֵעיֵנינּו ֶאל־ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהינּו ַעד ֶשְיָחֵננּו׃

 ָחֵננּו ְיהָוה ָחֵננּו ִכי־ַרב ָׂשַבְענּו בּוז׃ ַרַבת ָׂשְבָעה־ָלּה ַנְפֵשנּו ַהַלַעג ַהַשֲאַנִנים ַהבּוז
 ִלְגֵאיֹוִנים׃

The Talmud states that a person should be soft like a reed and not hard like 
a cedar.  In this softness, which is pliable but long-lasting, there is a strength 
that cannot be found in the strongest tree. The reed bends in the breeze, 
but does not break when strong winds come.  

When Moses’ mother Yocheved places her baby son in a reed basket, his sis-
ter Miriam follows the basket as it floats on the Nile.  She hides in the reeds 
(suf), and sees that an Egyptian princess has found the basket and rescued 
Moses.  Miriam courageously approaches the princess and convinces her to 
give the baby back to Yocheved.  The princess hires the baby’s own mother 
as a wetnurse.  Miriam shows the strength of a reed: patience, resilience, 
flexibility, and grace.  

The singer of this psalm has faced the scorn and contempt of others, and 
feels frustrated.  Yet the psalmist does not rage, but rather waits patiently 
for the Divine to help.   The psalmist chooses to trust that like a kind mas-
ter or mistress, the Source will set things right in the end.
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The reed lives in the water.  So too, we humans live in the flow of life, and 
it is stronger than we are, and bends us as it flows.  We are dependent on 
the Universe for its gifts.  Yet we have the strength of our own resilence 
and rootedness, even as the currents knock us this way and that.  The reed 
teaches us not to be afraid: to seek goodness from life while accepting its 
twists and turns.  Through this, we find our true strength.

Sources
A person should always be soft like a reed and not hard like a cedar.

Taanit 20b

Just as a reed grows in well-watered soil and its stem is renewed and 
its roots are numerous, and even if all the winds of the world come 
and blow upon it they cannot dislodge it from its place, but it sways 
in unison with them, and as soon as the winds subside, the reed still 
stands in its place, so may Israel be.

Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 105a-b

Tree Facts
The reed grows in wetlands and was once used for writing implements, as 
well as making papyrus and weaving beds, boats, and roofs.  Moses’ basket 
was probably made from reeds.



 Reed (Suf )   23

Nature Walk
Take a walk along a pond, stream, river, or ocean.  Notice what plants grow 
in the water.  How are these plants different than plants that grow on land?  
What does it take to grow and thrive in a constant flow of water?  What are 
the flows that shape your own life?  

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  See before you reeds growing 
in a large body of water.   Hear the sounds all around you, sounds of water 
and life.

Walk toward a stand of reeds.  The wind in the reeds whispers to you of 
your past, taking you back father and farther through the years of your life 
until you become an infant again.  

You are a baby in a reed basket on a river.  The river pushes the basket along.  
What do you feel?  What gifts do you find in letting yourself be carried?  

Now, the motion of the basket stops.  Someone opens the basket.  Who is 
the opener?  Feel the energy of love coming from this person.  Know as you 
encounter this person what your deepest strength is.  

The person who has opened the basket looks into your eyes.  You begin to 
age and grow until you are the age you are now.   Now the person standing 
with you gives you a gift from your childhood, a gift that represents your 
strength.  What is the gift?  Take it and offer your thanks.

Step into the basket, which has become a little boat woven of reeds.  The 
boat will bring you back to the spot on the lake or river where you behan, 
and you will hear again the sound of the wind in the reeds.  As you listen, 
begin to notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breath-
ing out.  Open your eyes.
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Psalm 124: Vulnerability (5 Shevat)

Willow (Aravah)
A song of ascents, of David. 
Had the Tree of Life not been with us— 
O let the tribe say it! 
if the Source had not been with us— 
when folk came upon us, 
they would have swallowed us alive 
in the burning of their rage against us; 
the waters would have flooded us 
and the river would have swept over our beings— 
those seething waters! 
Blessed is the Tree of Life 
who did not make us to be torn by their teeth! 
Our spirits are like a bird escaped from a hunter’s trap. 
The trap broke and we escaped. 
Our help is in the name of the Tree of Life 
who makes heaven and earth.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ְלָדִוד לּוֵלי ְיהָוה ֶשָהָיה ָלנּו יֹאַמר־ָנא ִיְׂשָרֵאל׃ לּוֵלי ְיהָוה ֶשָהָיה ָלנּו
 ְבקּום ָעֵלינּו ָאָדם׃ ֲאַזי ַחִיים ְבָלעּונּו ַבֲחרֹות ַאָפם ָבנּו׃ ֲאַזי ַהַמִים ְשָטפּונּו ַנְחָלה

 ָעַבר ַעל־ַנְפֵשנּו׃ ֲאַזי ָעַבר ַעל־ַנְפֵשנּו ַהַמִים ַהֵזידֹוִנים׃ ָברּוְך ְיהָוה ֶשלֹא ְנָתָננּו ֶטֶרף
 ְלִשֵניֶהם׃ ַנְפֵשנּו ְכִצפֹור ִנְמְלָטה ִמַפח יֹוְקִשים ַהַפח ִנְשָבר ַוֲאַנְחנּו ִנְמָלְטנּו׃ ֶעְזֵרנּו

 ְבֵשם ְיהָוה עֵֹׂשה ָשַמִים ָוָאֶרץ׃

The willow or aravah is the teacher of vulnerability.  The willow is one of 
the four species used on the pilgrimage festival of Sukkot, and is considered 
the most fragile of the four because its branches wilt most quickly once it 
is cut from the tree.  In one midrash, Rachel, the matriarch who died in 
childbirth, is compared to the willow.  On the last day of Sukkot, known 
as Hoshana Rabbah, celebrants beat the leaves off the willow as a sign of 
repentance, so that their harvest may receive abundant rain. Some say that 
the willow represents the lips in prayer. 

This psalm, in which a human imagines being flooded by torrential waters, 
expresses the helplessness of one who feels beset on all sides.  The speaker 
in the psalm feels that all would have been lost had it not been for the 
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redeeming power of the divine, who like a mysterious angelic hand frees the 
tiny animal from the clutches of the hunter and the helpless prisoner from 
the trap. 

The willow, which grows by the waterbanks, is always in danger of being 
flooded.  The willow teaches us to cry out, to ask for help.  The prayer we 
recite while beating the willow on Hoshanah Rabbah is hoshiah na—save 
us!  When we can be aware of our vulnerability and need, we can forge 
deeper relationships with our loved ones and our communities, and with 
the Holy One.   The word aravot or willows can also mean clouds—perhaps 
because the most human and vulnerable circumstances can bring us closer 
to heaven.

Sources
‘Willows of the brook’ refers to Rachel.  Just as the willow wilts 
before the other three species do, so Rachel died before her sister.

Leviticus Rabbah 30:11

Reish Lakish said: there are seven heavens…  The King, the Living 
God, high and exalted, dwells over all the other heavens in the 
highest heaven, called Aravot (willows), for it is said, extol him that 
rides upon aravot, whose name is the Eternal…. He reveals the deep 
and secret things; and knows what is in the darkness, and the light 
dwells with him.

Babylonian Talmud, Chagiga 12b

Tree Facts
Willow has been used medicinally for thousands of years.  Willow bark is a 
powerful anti-inflammatory and can relieve some types of pain.
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Nature Walk
Find a willow or other sheltering tree and sit under it.  What does it feel 
like to be inside this little shelter?  What are other moments in your life 
when you have felt vulnerable and been sheltered or protected?  When 
have you sheltered or protected others?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  See before you a willow nes-
tled into a peaceful meadow.  Perhaps it is by a quiet brook or pool of water.  

Walk toward the willow.  Sit nestled among its roots.  As you sit, 

the willow tree becomes a woman with long hair.  She is the Shekhinah.  
You sit in her immense lap.  

The Shekhinah begins to cry.  Listen to her tears.  She is weeping for all of 
your sorrows.  Allow yourself to feel the sorrows within you and know that 
the Divine Presence sees and feels them.  Allow yourself to weep with her 
for your sorrow.

Now the Shekhinah wipes her tears with her hair.  She begins to smile and 
then to laugh.  See and feel the joys in your life that are bringing her joy.  
Feel that she embraces you before once again becoming the willow.  

As you prepare to depart, you find a small bottle.  Open the bottle and 
drink the clear water inside.  This water is from the healing tears of the 
Divine Presence.  Feel what happens inside you as you drink the tears of the 
Holy One.

Now rise and leave the willow tree, and walk out into the meadow.   Notice 
how clear and pure everything looks.  Begin to notice your breath.  Feel the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your eyes.
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Psalm 125: Righteousness (6 Shevat)

Date Palm (Tamar) 
A song of ascents. 
Those who trust in the Tree of Life 
are like the mountain of Zion. 
It does not move, 
It will always remain. 
Jerusalem!  Hills surround it, 
and God surrounds the people 
from now until forever. 
The scepter of the wicked will never rest 
on the fate of the righteous, 
that the righteous not set their hand to wrongdoing. 
Do good, o Tree of Life, to the good, 
and to the upright in heart. 
But those who do crookedly, 
let God send them to the workers of evil. 
May there be peace for Israel.

ם ָהִרים  ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ַהבְֹטִחים ַביהָוה ְכַהר־ִציֹון לֹא־ִימֹוט ְלעֹוָלם ֵיֵשב׃ ְירּוָשִלַ
 ָסִביב ָלּה ַויהָוה ָסִביב ְלַעמֹו ֵמַעָתה ְוַעד־עֹוָלם׃ ִכי לֹא ָינּוַח ֵשֶבט ָהֶרַשע ַעל גֹוַרל

־ַהַצִדיִקים ְלַמַען לֹא־ִיְשְלחּו ַהַצִדיִקים ְבַעְוָלָתה ְיֵדיֶהם׃ ֵהיִטיָבה ְיהָוה ַלּטֹוִבים ְוִליָש
 ִרים ְבִלבֹוָתם׃ ְוַהַמִּטים ַעַקְלַקלֹוָתם יֹוִליֵכם ְיהָוה ֶאת־ֹפֲעֵלי ָהָאֶון ָשלֹום ַעל־ִיְׂשָרֵאל׃

The palm (tamar) is the teacher of justice.   Psalm 92:12 says: the righteous 
shall flourish like the palm tree.  The straight lines of the palm trunk invite 
us to think about what it means to be yashar: to have a clear path that is not 
crooked.  The psalm is like a scepter: a sign of justice and fair governance.

A number of biblical characters associated with justice are also associated 
with the palm tree.  In the book of Judges, the prophet and judge Devorah 
sits under a palm tree while hearing cases.  In Genesis, Tamar (whose name 
means palm tree) is a woman who takes justice into her own hands.  When 
her father-in-law Judah refuses to allow his third son to marry Tamar and 
give her children in spite of his agreement to do so, she veils herself and 
seduces Judah.  She becomes pregnant, giving rise to the line of King David 
and of the Messiah.  Judah himself tells her: “You were more in the right 
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(literally, more just) than I.”  Another Tamar is the daughter of King David.  
Her half-brother Amnon rapes her, in spite of her protest that his behavior 
is wrong.  Her full brother Absalom seeks justice for her, determining the 
fate of King David’s kingdom.

The palm tree, symbol of righteousness, invites us to grow tall and true, and 
not allow any crookedness or corruption to enter us. The righteous have 
a choice about whether to set their hand to wrongdoing, or whether to 
attach themselves to the Tree of Life.  In this psalm, the poet insists that the 
wicked cannot ultimately rule the fate of the righteous. The Tree of Life, 
the Mountain of Righteousness, is strong and immovable like the palm tree.  

Sources
It is written: “The righteous shall blossom like the date palm, 
and grow like a cedar in Lebanon.”  Rabbi Tanhuma said: “Why 
are the righteous compared to a date palm and to a cedar, but not 
to another tree?  Because with other trees, no one can say from a 
distance what kind of tree it is.  Why?  Because they are short.  But 
the date palm and the cedar, because they are tall, can be seen at a 
distance.  So too, the righteous are seen at a distance.

Midrash Tanhuma (Buber) 3:9

As no part of the date palm is useless—the dates for food, the 
branches (lulav) for praise on Sukkot, the fronds for covering a 
sukkah, the fibers for ropes, the leaves for sieves, the planed trunks 
as rafters for the roof of a home—so too no part of the community 
of Israel is useless. Some have mastery of the Bible, some have 
mastery over the Mishnah, some have mastery over Midrash, some 
are doers of good deeds, some are givers of Tzedakah.

Numbers Rabbah 3:1

Tree Facts
Date palms have been in cultivation since 7000 bce.  A Judean date palm 
seed sprouted after being in storage for 2000 years.
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Nature Walk
Find a very tall tree that stands above the others.  Sit near this tree, or sit 
in a place that allows you to see it in its entirety.  What does it feel like to 
be near this tall tree?  What do you imagine the view to be from the top?  
When have you felt you had a “high view” of something?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   Look out into a landscape 
that represents your life: forest, meadow, seashore, etc.   Observe its details.  
What do you see?

Now, see before you a tall tree, very tall: any tree you imagine.  Walk up to 
the trunk of this tall tree.  Look up.  See that the trunk stretches up toward 
heaven.  You can barely see its top.

A creature appears to you and offers to guide you up the trunk of the tree.  
Accept this creature’s offer and begin climbing.  As you climb, there may 
be obstacles to your climb.  Your companion, and you, will surmount these 
obstacles and keep climbing.  

You reach the top of the tree.  Turn around and look outward over the land.  
What do you see?  How does the landscape of your life look different from 
the perspective of this great height?  What possibilities and dangers do you 
see that you didn’t see before?  What do you need to do, now that you have 
seen this larger vision?

Climb down the tree.  When you reach the bottom, thank the creature who 
has been your companion.  The creature promises that in moments when 
you need to be reminded of the larger perspective, he/she/it will appear to 
you and remind you.

Walk away from the tree and into the landscape of your life.  Begin to 
notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  
Open your eyes.
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Psalm 126: Hope (7 Shevat)

Fig (Te’enah)
An upward-bound song: 
When the Tree of Life returned the exile of Zion, 
we were like dreamers. 
Our mouths were filled with laughter, 
and our tongues with joyful song. 
They said among the nations: 
“God has done great deeds with these!” 
God has done great deeds with us, 
and we are happy! 
Return our exile, God, 
as streams return to the wadi. 
Those who sow in tears 
shall reap in joyful song. 
The one who walks weeping 
and carrying the bag of seed, 
shall come back in joyful song, 
carrying the sheaves.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ְבשּוב ְיהָוה ֶאת־ִשיַבת ִציֹון ָהִיינּו ְכחְֹלִמים׃ ָאז ִיָמֵלא ְׂשחֹוק ִפינּו
 ּוְלשֹוֵננּו ִרָנה ָאז יֹאְמרּו ַבגֹוִים ִהְגִדיל ְיהָוה ַלֲעׂשֹות ִעם־ֵאֶלה׃ ִהְגִדיל ְיהָוה ַלֲעׂשֹות

 ִעָמנּו ָהִיינּו ְׂשֵמִחים׃ שּוָבה ְיהָוה ֶאת־]ְשבּוֵתנּו כ[ )ְשִביֵתנּו ק( ַכֲאִפיִקים ַבֶנֶגב׃
 ַהזְֹרִעים ְבִדְמָעה ְבִרָנה ִיְקצֹרּו׃ ָהלֹוְך ֵיֵלְך ׀ ּוָבכֹה נֵֹׂשא ֶמֶשְך־ַהָזַרע בֹא־ָיבֹוא ְבִרָנה

 נֵֹׂשא ֲאֻלֹמָתיו׃

The fig tree teaches the hope of return.  Some say the Tree of Knowledge of 
Good and Evil in the Garden of Eden was a fig tree (Babylonian Talmud, 
Berachot 40a).  When Adam and Eve eat from this tree, God sends them 
into exile, away from the perfection of the first garden.  Yet one legend says 
that the fig tree gives its leaves to Adam and Eve as garments—the only tree 
in the garden that has compassion on the exiles.  In this way, Eve and Adam 
take something of Eden with them as they depart.  Later, when Noah and 
his family, exiled from the earth because of the Flood, enter the ark, they 
take fig saplings with them (Genesis Rabbah 36:3).  The fig is a witness to 
the tears of exile, yet it is a sweet fruit, just as the joy of return is sweet.
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In this psalm, the singer is remembering the joy of returning from exile, 
dwelling on the happy songs the returners sing and the laughter that erupts 
from their mouths as they come back to their land.  The wondering of the 
nations merges with the wonder of the people as they contemplate how 
God has brought them back to a place they never expected to see again.  
They see themselves as streams of water returning to the desert in rainy sea-
son, as grain returning to the field in the time of planting.  Although they 
did not know they would come home again, it now seems inevitable.

The fig tree reminds us that hope is possible.  We may expect to heal the 
breaches in our lives, rather than accept them as unfixable.  The sweetness 
of the fig, the tree of exile, says to us that we can go home again.  The fig is 
the tree of teshuvah, of eternal return.

Sources
Rabbi Nechemya said: The fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good 
and Evil was a fig tree, and they repaired their misdeed with the 
instrument of it.

  Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 40a

Noah took pressed figs with him… and fig saplings for fig trees.
  Genesis Rabbah 31:15

If one sees a fig tree in a dream, one’s learning will be preserved 
within.

Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 57a

Tree Facts
The fig tree was cultivated in Neolithic times and is one of the first trees 
cultivated by humans.  The fig tree draws up ground water through its deep, 
extensive root system, and cools hot environments. The fig fruit is not 
actually a fruit but a kind of hollow-ended stem that contains the flowers 
and seeds.



 Fig (Te’enah)   35

Nature Walk
Take a walk or hike out to a fixed point and then return from that point 
to your starting place.  Take particular care to notice what it feels like to 
return.  What do you notice on your return journey that you didn’t notice 
before?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   See that before you is a lux-
uriantly spreading fig tree with broad leaves and green figs.  Next to the fig 
tree is a gateway, any gateway you imagine.  

See the gateway clearly in your mind’s eye. Beyond the gateway is your true 
home.  Ask the fig tree what you need to do in order to return to your true 
home.  Receive a leaf from the fig tree that communicates the answer to 
you.  

Carrying the leaf, step through the gateway.   You are in your true home.   
Look all around you.  See who and what is here.  Feel the beauty and love of 
this place entering your heart and transforming you into your deepest self.

Step back through the gateway and thank the fig tree.   As you do so, begin 
to notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing 
out.  Open your eyes.
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Cedar (Erez)
A song for rising upward.  
If the Source does not build a house, 
useless for builders to work on it! 
If the Source does not guard a city, 
for nothing does the watcher watch! 
O, useless to rise early and go to bed late, 
you who eat the bread of hard work– 
let the Source give sleep to Her loved ones! 
Children are the Source’s legacy, 
the fruit of the womb a gift. 
Like arrows in the hand of a warrior 
are children born in one’s youth. 
Happy is the one who fills his quiver with them— 
for they will speak with the enemies at the gate.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ִלְשֹלֹמה ִאם־ְיהָוה ׀ לֹא־ִיְבֶנה ַבִית ָשְוא ׀ ָעְמלּו בֹוָניו בֹו ִאם־ְיהָוה
 לֹא־ִיְשָמר־ִעיר ָשְוא ׀ ָשַקד שֹוֵמר׃ ָשְוא ָלֶכם ׀ ַמְשִכיֵמי קּום ְמַאֲחֵרי־ֶשֶבת ֹאְכֵלי
 ֶלֶחם ָהֲעָצִבים ֵכן ִיֵתן ִליִדידֹו ֵשָנא׃ ִהֵנה ַנֲחַלת ְיהָוה ָבִנים ָׂשָכר ְפִרי ַהָבֶטן׃ ְכִחִצים

ְבַיד־ִגבֹור ֵכן ְבֵני ַהְנעּוִרים׃ ַאְשֵרי ַהֶגֶבר ֲאֶשר ִמֵלא ֶאת־ַאְשָפתֹו ֵמֶהם לֹא־ֵיבֹשּו ִכי־
 ְיַדְברּו ֶאת־אֹוְיִבים ַבָשַער׃

In ancient Israel, cedar, or erez, is the wood used to build sacred space. 
Solomon’s temple was built of cedar, as was his palace.  Cedar is used in 
the preparation of the ashes of the red heifer, a substance that cleanses 
ritual impurity.  Likewise, cedar is used in the mixture that cleanses a leper 
before he/she may re-enter the community, and in other cleansing potions 
mentioned in the Bible.  Our ancestors saw the towering cedar as spiritually 
protective, maintaining a pure ritual space.

In this psalm, the poet asserts that no human structure and no human 
effort can be successful without the consent and support of the Source 
of Life.  Cities and houses have external walls, but they are finite, and we 
should not place our trust in these outer defenses.  Connection to the Tree 
of Life provides inner resources that are stronger.   
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We can connect this truth to the cedar, the tree that is the boundary of 
ritual space.  The Divine guards and purifies sacred space, along with the 
devoted community.  No outer wall can make holy space and time effective-
ly—only spiritual discipline and reverence.

Similarly, the psalmist suggests that human labor should not be excessive—
we should not place so much trust in our own efforts that we overwork.  
We should accept rest and sleep, in the knowledge that the Source is renew-
ing and revitalizing us.   Sleep is a time when we enter holy space, the space 
of dreaming, and our dreams speak truth to us.  

This psalm understands children as a spiritual defense as well.  Passing on 
tales and traditions from one generation to another is what keeps a tribe 
alive.  Children also teach us about holiness, for their openness, creativity 
and joy are the best ingredients for sacred space and time.

Sources
Rabbi Yochanan said: The world was not worthy to make use of the 
cedars, for they were created only for the needs of the Temple that 
makes all holy.

Genesis Rabbah 15:1

Our forefather Jacob foresaw by means of the holy spirit that Israel 
was destined to build a Tabernacle in the wilderness; so he brought 
cedars to Egypt and planted them and commanded his children to 
take them with them when they went of Egypt.

Rashi on Exodus 25:5

Rabbi Levi said: When Solomon brought the Ark into the Temple, 
all the trees and cedars there came to life and bore fruit.

Midrash Tanhuma, Ki Tisa

Tree Facts
Cedar wood excretes phytoncides, which kill dangerous micro-organisms 
and purify the air.  Walls and furniture made of cedar ward off insects and 
bacteria.
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Nature Walk
Go to a place in nature that is sacred to you.  Stay for a while in this place.  
What is the feeling of this place? What is its message?  How can you bring 
this sanctity into your daily life?  Make an offering or prayer in this place 
and commit yourself to the practice of making sacred space in your life.

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   Feel yourself being lifted by a 
great wind and carried through the air.  

When the wind sets you down, you are at a place of clarity and purity.  
There is a cedar tree here, tall and beautiful.  Put your hand on the cedar 
tree and some of its bark will come away and rest in your hand.

Within the sacred place you see a ritual bath.  Take off your clothes and 
immerse in the ritual bath.  Use the cedar bark to scrub yourself.  See what 
comes off you as you wash yourself.  See what your skin looks like after 
you have cleansed it.  Feel the renewed purity of your body and soul as you 
remove all that clouds or muddies you.  

When you come out of the bath, you will find new clothes that represent 
your pure state.  Put on these clothes.  The clothes have healing in them.  
Breathe deeply and take in this healing.  Say farewell to this place.  The 
wind will pick you up and return you to the location where you started.  
Begin to notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breath-
ing out.  Open your eyes.
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Vine (Gefen)
An upward-bound song.  
Happy are all who hold the Tree of Life in reverence 
and walk in the ways of the Tree of Life. 
You will eat from the work that wearied your hands, 
you will be happy and goodness will fill you. 
Your wife will be like a fruitful vine in the corners of your home 
your children will be like olive shoots around your table. 
This is how the one who reveres the Source should be blessed! 
May the Source bless you from Zion. 
May you see Jerusalem in abundance all the days of your life. 
May you see your children’s children. 
Peace upon Israel.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ַאְשֵרי ָכל־ְיֵרא ְיהָוה ַההֵֹלְך ִבְדָרָכיו׃ ְיִגיַע ַכֶפיָך ִכי תֹאֵכל ַאְשֶריָך
 ְוטֹוב ָלְך׃ ֶאְשְתָך ׀ ְכֶגֶפן ֹפִרָיה ְבַיְרְכֵתי ֵביֶתָך ָבֶניָך ִכְשִתֵלי ֵזיִתים ָסִביב ְלֻשְלָחֶנָך׃
ם כֹל ְיֵמי  ִהֵנה ִכי־ֵכן ְיבַֹרְך ָגֶבר ְיֵרא ְיהָוה׃ ְיָבֶרְכָך ְיהָוה ִמִציֹון ּוְרֵאה ְבטּוב ְירּוָשִלָ

 ַחֶייָך׃ ּוְרֵאה־ָבִנים ְלָבֶניָך ָשלֹום ַעל־ִיְׂשָרֵאל׃

In ancient Israel, there was a summer festival of the vineyards on the 
fifteenth of Av, or Tu b’Av.  (Tu b’Av was a day six months from Tu b’Shevat, 
exactly opposite on the calendar.)  Women in white would go out to the 
vineyards to dance, and matches would be made at that season.  Tu b’Av was 
a celebration of fertility and abundance, and a prayer for a good harvest to 
come.  It makes sense that at Tu b’Shevat we also remember the grapevine 
as a sacred plant of joy and sensuality, through the four cups that we drink 
as part of the seder. Jews make a blessing over wine or grape juice to honor 
Sabbaths and festivals—the cup of wine at the table represents the gifts of 
the day.   

This psalm depicts the abundance of a prosperous and fertile family.  
Their work yields crops in the fields.  The psalmist describes the wife as a 
gefen poriya, a fruitful vine.  As we have seen, the ancient observance of Tu 
b’Av also links the fertility of women and the grape harvest.   The children 
are healthy and happy, “like olive shoots.”  The family lives in harmony with 
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nature.  The final blessing of the psalm is that many generations will live like 
this: that each person in the family will live to see their grandchildren find 
peace and abundance as well.

Whether or not our idea of abundance and fertility looks like the psalm-
ist’s, we all can have a vision of what a joyful, blessed life looks like.  A life of 
abundance is lived in harmony with nature and with the community.  The 
grapevine, which must twine with other plants in order to grow, is a symbol 
for the abundance that comes when we link our lives with others and with 
the health of the earth.   The grape is the Jewish symbol for blessing not 
only because its juice can be made into wine, but because its way of growing 
shows us how to grow together with one another.  

Sources
Why is Israel compared to a grapevine?  Just as when a grapevine’s 
owners want to make it more beautiful, they uproot it from one 
place and plant it in another place and it becomes more beautiful, 
so when the Holy One of Blessing wanted to make Israel known to 
the world, the Holy One uprooted them from Egypt and brought 
them to the wilderness, and there they began to flourish….

Exodus Rabbah 44:1

R. Shimon ben Gamliel said: The Israelites had no greater holidays 
than the fifteenth of Av and the Day of Atonement, on which 
occasions the maidens of Israel used to go out in white garments, 
borrowed so as not to put to shame one who didn’t have a white 
garment. These garments were dipped in a ritual bath to purify 
them, and in them the maidens of Israel would go out and dance in 
the vineyards. The men would go there, and the maidens would say: 
‘Young man, lift up your eyes and see what you will select...’

Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 31a

Tree Facts
Grapes are actually a form of berry.  The grapevine began to be cultivated 
in the Near East 6,000 to 8,000 years ago.  Red grapes can aid in heart and 
brain health, and have anti-cancer properties.



 Vine (Gefen)   43

Nature Walk
Go out and look for vines and other plants that twine around others.  
What do you observe?  When are vines co-existing well with other species?  
When do vine do damage?  What do you learn from this about how to be 
interdependent with others?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   Become aware that you are 
among many dancers swaying in a dance.  Become part of this dance.  Feel 
that you are part of a line of dancers.   Feel the joy of this dance.  Feel your 
feet on the earth.  Feel the energy coming from the other dancers, giving 
you vitality in your dance.

Now you feel energy coming up from the earth in vines of light, coiling 
around you and everyone around you, blessing you with the fecund power 
of creation.  You are part of a vast web of life.  See the lines of connection 
between you and everyone/everything else around you.

Now, other dancers are bending down to touch the soil.  You too bend 
down to touch the soil.  A vine appears near your hand.  Use the tip of the 
vine to write your blessing into the soil.  It can be a blessing for you or for 
someone else who needs abundance, fertility, creativity, and joy.  See the 
words written into the earth.

Arise from the earth and once again feel the swaying of the dance, in you 
and around you.  Slowly let the dance come to a stop.  Begin to notice your 
breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your 
eyes.
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Wheat (Chitim)
A song for rising upward:  
Many have been my troublers from my youth, 
the God-wrestler says. 
Many have been my troublers from my youth, 
but they did not overcome me. 
Upon my back the ploughmen plowed: 
they made long furrows. 
The righteous Tree of Life 
snapped the cords of the wicked. 
All who hate Zion 
will be turned backward and shamed. 
They will be like grass on the rooftops 
that dries up before it can be weeded away, 
that gives no handful to the reaper, 
no armful for the gatherer of sheaves, 
no greeting from the passersby: 
“The blessing of the Source be upon you, 
we bless you in the Divine name.”

ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ַרַבת ְצָררּוִני ִמְנעּוַרי יֹאַמר־ָנא ִיְׂשָרֵאל׃ ַרַבת ְצָררּוִני ִמְנעּוָרי ַגם לֹא־
 ָיְכלּו ִלי׃ ַעל־ַגִבי ָחְרשּו חְֹרִשים ֶהֱאִריכּו ]ְלַמֲענֹוָתם כ[ )ְלַמֲעִניָתם ק(׃ ְיהָוה ַצִדיק

 ִקֵצץ ֲעבֹות ְרָשִעים׃ ֵיבֹשּו ְוִיסֹגּו ָאחֹור כֹל ׂשְֹנֵאי ִציֹון׃ ִיְהיּו ַכֲחִציר ַגגֹות ֶשַקְדַמת
 ָשַלף ָיֵבש׃ ֶשלֹא ִמֵלא ַכפֹו קֹוֵצר ְוִחְצנֹו ְמַעֵמר׃ ְולֹא ָאְמרּו ׀ ָהעְֹבִרים ִבְרַכת־ְיהָוה

ֲאֵליֶכם ֵבַרְכנּו ֶאְתֶכם ְבֵשם ְיהָוה׃

Wheat is one of the most important crops of the ancient Near East.  The 
cultivation of wheat changed the course of civilization.  As a plant, wheat 
takes on a mythic significance: many tales tell of the grain’s descent into 
the earth and its arising again as nourishing food.  In the Sumerian epic 
The Descent of Inanna, the god Dumuzi is cast into the underworld and 
brought up again.  In the Bible, a young man called Joseph is thrown into 
a pit yet rises again. He continues to descend and ascend throughout his 
life.  He is also a keeper of grain, and distributes wheat to the whole land of 
Egypt and to his whole family.   The Joseph story teaches us that “descent is 
only for the sake of ascent.”  So too, the descent of the grain shows us that 
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growth can come out of journey through the depths. 

The psalmist speaks of having been trodden into the earth and plowed 
under.   Those who harm others, the psalmist says, are like transient grass 
that yields “no armful for the reaper.”  They will be like weeds on a rooftop, 
producing nothing useful. By implication, the righteous are otherwise: 
they are like grain gathered into sheaves, that sustains others.  The bearer of 
grain merits a ritual greeting: a blessing for the one who reaps the wheat.  
The speaker of the psalm, even while trodden under, knows that when he or 
she rises again, there will be blessing.  This is a truth that helps us grow even 
in hard times.

The Talmud discusses what kind of tree the Tree of Knowledge of Good 
and Evil was in Eden.  One of the answers, surprisingly enough, is wheat.   
In ancient times, in the Greek rituals at Eleusis, initiates were shown a stalk 
of wheat as an embodiment of all enlightenment and wisdom.  Wheat in-
troduces into our consciousness the knowledge that a seed must be buried 
deep in the earth in order to grow into nourishment.  We too may find our-
selves in narrow places, yet we can invite ourselves to know that the journey 
will ultimately help us sprout.

Sources
R. Judah says the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil was wheat, 
since a child does not know how to call ‘father’ and ‘mother’ until it 
has had a taste of grain.

Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 40a

Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba said: if one sees wheat in a dream, one will 
see peace, as it is written (Psalms 147:14): ‘The Divine will endow 
your realm with peace and will satisfy you with choice wheat.’

Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 57a

If a grain of wheat, which is buried naked, sprouts forth in many 
garments, how much more so will the righteous, who are buried in 
garments, be resurrected in them?

Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 90b
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Tree Facts
The cultivation of wheat was one of the key factors in the creation of city-
based civilizations, including the Babylonian and Assyrian empires.  The 
whole grain of wheat has vitamins, minerals, and proteins.  Wheat is grown 
on more land area than any other cultivated plant. 

Nature Walk
Go walking in a place where there are wheatfields, cornfields, or grasses.  In 
what stage is the growth of the wheat, corn, or grass?  What other stages 
have happened, or will happen?  Try to envision the whole cycle of the field.  

If there are stalks in the field, observe one of them.  Are you able to look at 
a stalk of wheat, or barley or corn or grass, and see the universe?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   Become aware that you are 
standing at the edge of a pit.  There is a ladder or staircase or ramp down 
into the pit.  Descend into the pit.

Within the pit is the spirit of the wheat.  The spirit of the wheat may 
appear as Joseph from the Bible, as another person, as a sheaf, or in some 
other way.  The spirit of the wheat will now tell you about the pit you are in 
right now in your life.  Ask the spirit of the wheat how to grow out of the 
pit you are in.  The spirit of the wheat now will pray over you.  If the prayer 
is audible, listen to it.  

The spirit of the wheat will bring you to the ladder, stairway, or ramp and 
invite you to climb.  As you do, you will feel yourself climbing out of the pit 
you are in.  As you reach the top, the golden light of the sun will bathe you. 
Know that you are able to climb out of any pit in which you find yourself.

You find yourself standing on the earth near the pit.  Look back at the pit.  
What do you see?  Walk away from the pit.  Begin to notice your breath.  
Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your eyes.
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Almond (Shaked)
A song of ascents.  
From the depths, I have called you, Tree of Life. 
Hear my voice! 
Let your ears be open to the voice of my asking for grace. 
If the Tree of Life paid attention to sins, 
Lord, who could stand? 
But forgiveness is with you, 
that you may be revered. 
I wait for the Breath of Life. 
My spirit waits. 
And for the Tree of Life’s word I wait. 
My spirit leans to God 
more than watchers to the morning, 
watchers to the morning. 
Israel, wait for the Breath of Life, 
For with the Tree of Life is love 
and with the Tree of Life, redemption is vast. 
The Breath of Life will redeem Israel from all its faults.

־ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ִמַמֲעַמִקים ְקָראִתיָך ְיהָוה׃  ֲאדָֹני ִשְמָעה ְבקֹוִלי  ִתְהֶייָנה ָאְזֶניָך ַקֻש
 בֹות ְלקֹול ַתֲחנּוָני׃  ִאם־ֲעוֺנֹות ִתְשָמר־ָיּה  ֲאדָֹני ִמי ַיֲעֹמד׃  ִכי־ִעְמָך ַהְסִליָחה  ְלַמַען

 ִתָּוֵרא׃  ִקִּויִתי ְיהָוה ִקְּוָתה  ַנְפִשי ְוִלְדָברֹו הֹוָחְלִתי׃  ַנְפִשי ַלאדָֹני ִמשְֹמִרים  ַלבֶֹקר
  שְֹמִרים ַלבֶֹקר׃  ַיֵחל ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶאל־ְיהָוה  ִכי־ִעם־ְיהָוה ַהֶחֶסד  ְוַהְרֵבה ִעמֹו ְפדּות׃

ְוהּוא ִיְפֶדה ֶאת־ִיְׂשָרֵאל ִמכֹל ֲעוֹֺנָתיו׃

In biblical Hebrew, the almond tree is called shaked, which means “watch-
er.”  The almond tree is the first tree in the land of Israel to bloom in spring: 
it is the “watcher for the spring.”  In the prophet Jeremiah’s first vision ( Jer. 
1:11-12), he sees a branch of an almond tree, and the Source of Life tells 
him that “I am watching (shoked) to see that my word is fulfilled.”  The Bi-
ble tells that the menorah, the sacred lamp shaped like a tree that stood in 
the Temple, has candle-holders shaped like almond blossoms.   The meno-
rah also is a watcher: its eternal light reminds the people to have faith.

In this psalm, the psalmist is waiting for the Eternal to draw close after a 
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period of distance.  He/she feels that a sin or wrongdoing has caused a sep-
aration from the Divine—yet patiently waits for a response.  The spirit of 
the poet leans toward God, waiting, the way a watcher by night watches the 
horizon for the first light of dawn.  This is a striking image of patience: still-
ness, faith, fortitude, and desire.  The watcher is waiting for the movement 
of the Divine within.  The watcher is also the almond tree, the shaked, 
waiting for the first warm breeze, in order to open new blossoms.

In Numbers 17, the Source creates a sign to show which of the tribal leaders 
should be the high priest.  All the princes leave their staffs in the sacred 
place.  The high priest’s Aaron’s staff flowers and fruits like an almond 
tree, confirming him as the rightful spiritual leader.  A leader’s role is to be 
patient in guiding the community: carefully watching over others, learning 
their needs.  The almond tree and its psalm teach us patience: how to be 
trusting, calm, and hopeful in nourishing our spiritual growth.

Sources
Moses spoke to the Israelites.  Their chieftains gave him a staff for 
each chieftain of its ancestral house, twelve staffs in all.  Among 
these staffs was that of Aaron.  Moses deposited the staffs before the 
lord, in the Tent of the Pact.  The next day Moses entered the Tent 
of the Pact and there the staff of Aaron of the house of Levi had 
sprouted: it had brought forth sprouts, produced blossoms, and 
borne almonds.  Moses then brought out all the staffs from before 
the Lord to all the Israelites; each identified and recovered his staff.

Numbers 17:21-24

The rod of Aaron with its almonds and blossoms were one of the 
ten things created on the first Sabbath eve of creation at twilight.

Mekhilta Vayassa 6

Lifeless and dead things are brought before Me, and they depart 
alive.  This is true of the staff of Aaron: ‘and there the staff of Aaron 
of the house of Levi had sprouted.’

Midrash Tanhuma
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Tree Facts
The almond is not a nut but the seed of the fruit of the almond tree. 
Almond shares some of the same monounsaturated fats as olive oil, and is 
known to reduce heart disease.  Almonds contain phosphorus and help to 
build strong bones and teeth.

Nature Walk
Go to a tree that is close to blossoming (or a tree in which the sap is run-
ning).  See what changes are taking place in the tree.  See the signs of its 
transformation.  Visit the tree on several days to see what changes.   

Visit this tree throughout the early spring.  When the tree blossoms, recite 
the blessing for a blossoming tree:

Blessed are You, Source of Life, cosmic majesty, for there is nothing lacking 
in would work.  In it are created beautiful creatures and beautiful trees, that 
the children of earth may take delight in them.

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   Become aware that you are 
standing before your teacher.  Your teacher may appear to you in any way 
(person, animal, mountain, etc.)  Sit with this teacher.   Ask for wisdom.  
Trust that you will be guided in the right way.

Your teacher will place in your hand an almond branch.  Hold the almond 
branch, feeling your energy flowing into it and its energy flowing into you.  
Believe that it can flower.  Continue holding the almond branch until it 
blossoms and bears almonds.  This may take some time.  What do you see 
when the staff blossoms?  

Now, feel the energy of the blooming staff in your hands.  Allow this 
energy to travel within.  Become aware of your spine as another manifesta-
tion of the blooming almond branch.  Know that this staff is here within 
you whenever you need it.  Feel the staff within you.  Begin to notice your 
breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your 
eyes.
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Psalm 131: Wisdom (12 Shevat)

Terebinth (Elah)
A song of ascents, of David.  
Tree of Life, my heart is not proud, 
And my eyes are not raised up high. 
I have not walked among the great ones 
and the wonders—too great for me! 
Have I not focused and quieted my spirit 
Like those who nurse from a mother? 
Like that nursling is my spirit within me. 
O people, wait for the Tree of Life 
from now until forever.

 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ְלָדִוד ְיהָוה ׀  לֹא־ָגַבּה ִלִבי  ְולֹא־ָרמּו ֵעיַני  ְולֹא־ִהַלְכִתי ׀  ִבְגדֹלֹות
 ּוְבִנְפָלאֹות ִמֶמִני׃  ִאם־לֹא ִשִּויִתי ׀  ְודֹוַמְמִתי ַנְפִשי ְכָגֻמל ֲעֵלי ִאמֹו  ַכָגֻמל ָעַלי

ַנְפִשי׃  ַיֵחל ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶאל־ְיהָוה  ֵמַעָתה ְוַעד־עֹוָלם׃

In Genesis, a terebinth or pistacia tree often stands at a holy place, a place of 
oracle, where God communicates with human beings.  These oracle shrines 
are places where prophets and pilgrims have visions that teach, nourish, 
and sustain.  Terebinth is elah in Hebrew (the words elon, terebinth, and 
alon, oak, are closely related). In Genesis, Abraham and Sarah dwell at 
Elon-Mamre, the terebinth of Mamre.  This name means “speaking tere-
binth”: an oracle tree, a tree that gives prophecy.  A tree in Judges 9:37 is 
called Elon-Me’onenim, the diviners’ tree.  These trees were sites of wisdom, 
where people went to learn the truth about lfie.

Elah also means goddess.  Long ago sacred trees were embodiments of the 
feminine divine (often in the form of the goddess Asherah) and groves of 
trees were shrines.  The two meanings of elah (terebinth and goddess) may 
be intertwined from their earliest origins.  The menorah, the tree-shaped 
lamp in the Temple, is a reminder of the times when trees were treated as 
holy.  In the Book of Proverbs, Wisdom is described as a woman and also as 
a tree of life.

In this psalm, the psalmist imagines curling up to nurse from a divine 
mother.  The psalmist’s soul is quiet, happy, and without ambition, like 
a baby who has just fed and fallen asleep. In this state, the soul becomes 
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aware of the constant stream of knowing coming from the Divine toward 
the soul. Opening to this knowing, receiving it, is the goal of spiritual 
practice.  

In one midrash, the giving of Torah to Israel is compared to breastfeed-
ing.  Here in this psalm, the peace of the soul comes from feeding at God’s 
breast.  The elah, the sacred terebinth, teaches us about opening to the 
divine mother, allowing ourselves to receive divine wisdom and messages of 
love.

Sources
At a distance of six furloughs from Hebron stood a huge terebinth 
tree which is said to have stood there ever since the creation.

Josephus, Bellum Judaicum

Why are the words of Torah compared to a breast?  As with the 
breast, that every time the child touches it, the child finds milk in it, 
so it is with the words of Torah.  Every time a person studies them, 
that person finds pleasure in them.

Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 54b

Tree Facts
The terebinth is a strong and hardy tree that survives in areas where other 
species cannot.  Terebinth resin has been used as a wine preservative. The 
terebinth is also known as the pistacia.
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Nature Walk
Look for a tree that reminds you of a person.  Maybe it is an ancient sage’s 
face, or the form of a dancing woman, or perhaps it has an inner cavity like 
a womb.  Meditate in front of this tree.  Is there a message it has for you?  
What if you put your ear up against it and listen, or hear the rustling of the 
leaves?  What words come through?

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   You will find yourself in a 
thick, deep forest.   Walking through the forest, you will come to an ancient 
tree with a thick trunk, gnarled branches, and a wide-spreading crown of 
leaves.  Come toward the tree.  Feel that this tree is sacred, and that many 
pilgrims have come here before you.

At the base of the tree, there is an opening.  Enter the tree.  The opening 
leads to a passage down among the tree’s roots.  Follow the passage.  You 
will come to a cave-like place where you are able to sit.  There is little light.  
All around you is the earth.  Close your eyes and feel the presence in the 
earth.  Place your hand on the walls of the cave and feel the soil beneath 
your fingers.  Feel its life-giving power.

As you sit here, you receive a message.  Maybe the message comes through 
your hands.  Maybe you begin to hear a voice, rumbling from the roots of 
the tree.  Maybe you find a scroll with words.  This message is for you, but 
it is also a message for the world.  It may be only a few words, or it may be 
a conversation you carry on with the oracle tree.  However you receive this 
message, take as much time as you need to hear the message and take it in.

When the message is complete, express your gratitude.  Proceed upward 
through the passage until you come to the opening in the tree’s roots.  Step 
out into the light.  Speak the message you have heard.  Notice if there is 
anyone to hear this message.  

Then, begin walking through the forest.  Begin to notice your breath.  Feel 
the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your eyes.
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Psalm 132: Kindness (13 Shevat)

Pomegranate (Rimon)
An upward-bound song. 
O Tree of Life, remember David, all of his suffering. 
How he swore to the Eternal 
and promised the Mighty One of Jacob. 
“I will not go into the tent of my house, 
or mount the wood beams of my bed, 
or give sleep to my eyes, or rest to my eyelids, 
until I find a place for the Eternal, 
a dwelling place for the Mighty One of Jacob.” 
We heard of it in the fruitful places 
and found it in the forest fields. 
“Let us come to God’s dwelling places 
and bow before God’s footstool! 
Come, O Tree of Life, to your rest, 
you and the ark of your strength! 
Your priests will wear righteousness 
And your kind ones will sing with joy. 
For the sake of David who serves you 
Do not turn away the face of your anointed one. 
The Tree of Life swore to David 
truth that God would not return from. 
From the fruit of your belly I will set a throne for you 
if your children keep my covenant 
and my witnessings that I teach them— 
and their children too, until forever 
they will sit and be a throne for you. 
For the Tree of Life has plucked Zion 
and desired her as a dwelling. 
“This is my resting place until eternity, 
here I will sit, for I desire it.” 
I will bless her hunt and feed her poor with bread. 
Her priests I will clothe with deliverance, 
And her kind ones will sing with joy. 
I have readied a lamp for my anointed one, 
His enemies I will clothe in shame, but upon him a garland shall sparkle.”
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 ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ְזכֹור־ְיהָוה ְלָדִוד ֵאת ָכל־ֻענֹותֹו׃ ֲאֶשר ִנְשַבע ַליהָוה ָנַדר ַלֲאִביר
 ַיֲעקֹב׃ ִאם־ָאבֹא ְבֹאֶהל ֵביִתי ִאם־ֶאֱעֶלה ַעל־ֶעֶרׂש ְיצּוָעי׃ ִאם־ֶאֵתן ְשַנת ְלֵעיָני

 ְלַעְפַעַפי ְתנּוָמה׃ ַעד־ֶאְמָצא ָמקֹום ַליהָוה ִמְשָכנֹות ַלֲאִביר ַיֲעקֹב׃ ִהֵנה־ְשַמֲענּוָה
 ְבֶאְפָרָתה ְמָצאנּוָה ִבְׂשֵדי־ָיַער׃ ָנבֹוָאה ְלִמְשְכנֹוָתיו ִנְשַתֲחֶוה ַלֲהדֹם ַרְגָליו׃ קּוָמה
 ְיהָוה ִלְמנּוָחֶתָך ַאָתה ַוֲארֹון ֻעֶזָך׃ כֲֹהֶניָך ִיְלְבשּו־ֶצֶדק ַוֲחִסיֶדיָך ְיַרֵננּו׃ ַבֲעבּור ָדִוד

 ַעְבֶדָך ַאל־ָתֵשב ְפֵני ְמִשיֶחָך׃ ִנְשַבע־ְיהָוה ׀ ְלָדִוד ֱאֶמת לֹא־ָישּוב ִמֶמָנה ִמְפִרי
ִבְטְנָך ָאִשית ְלִכֵסא־ָלְך׃ ִאם־ִיְשְמרּו ָבֶניָך ׀ ְבִריִתי ְוֵעדִֹתי זֹו ֲאַלְמֵדם ַגם־ְבֵניֶהם ֲעֵדי־

 ַעד ֵיְשבּו ְלִכֵסא־ָלְך׃ ִכי־ָבַחר ְיהָוה ְבִציֹון ִאָּוּה ְלמֹוָשב לֹו׃ זֹאת־ְמנּוָחִתי ֲעֵדי־ַעד
 ֹפה־ֵאֵשב ִכי ִאִּוִתיָה׃ ֵציָדּה ָבֵרְך ֲאָבֵרְך ֶאְביֹוֶניָה ַאְׂשִביַע ָלֶחם׃ ְוכֲֹהֶניָה ַאְלִביש ֶיַשע
 ַוֲחִסיֶדיָה ַרֵנן ְיַרֵננּו׃ ָשם ַאְצִמיַח ֶקֶרן ְלָדִוד ָעַרְכִתי ֵנר ִלְמִשיִחי׃ אֹוְיָביו ַאְלִביש בֶֹשת

ְוָעָליו ָיִציץ ִנְזרֹו׃

The pomegranate is the teacher of kindness.  An oft-quoted midrash states 
that even the least in the Jewish community is as full of good deeds as a 
pomegranate.  At the new year, Jews eat pomegranates to represent the 
good deeds of the year to come.  One Sefardic Rosh haShanah seder con-
tains a blessing for eating the pomegranate: May it be your will, our God 
and God of our ancestors, that we be filled with mitzvot like a pomegran-
ate.” The pomegranate represents our fullness, our ability to give.  The high 
priest’s robe had embroidered pomegranates and silver bells at its edge, 
representing the balance between fullness and emptiness.  

In this psalm, King David desires to do an act of kindness for God, to build 
a house for God’s glory.  In return, God announces a desire to be kind to 
David and his descendants.  God states a desire to dwell among human be-
ings for the purpose of doing kind acts: nurturing the hungry, caring for the 
needy, establishing a just government.  When society is blessed in this way, 
the kind ones (chasidim) sing with joy.  The pomegranate reminds us that 
we are filled with seeds of goodness, and can scatter these seeds wherever 
we go.

Tree Facts
Pomegranates have been found in tombs in ancient Egypt and in the an-
cient city of Jericho. The pomegranate contains antioxidants and consum-
ing its juice can reduce heart disease risk factors. 
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Sources
Your limbs are an orchard of pomegranates, with pleasant fruits.

Song of Songs 4:13

Even the most meritless among the people is as full of good deeds 
as a pomegranate.

Berachot 57a

Nature Walk
Nature is often described as “red in tooth and claw,” as merciless.  Go on a 
walk and find examples of nature’s kindness.  Where do you see creatures 
or plants cooperating or sharing?  Where do you see one animal or plant 
co-existing with another?  See how many examples of kindness or coopera-
tion you can find.

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   You will find yourself in the 
middle of a stand of pomegranate trees, with bright green leaves and deep 
red fruit.

An ancestor comes to you: someone from your family, from history, or 
perhaps from the Bible.  The ancestor is carrying a huge basket of ripe 
pomegranates.  Greet the ancestor respectfully.  The ancestor will hand you 
a large, ripe pomegranate.

Look at the pomegranate in your hands.  As you look, it splits open by 
itself.  You see the dark red juicy seeds within.  These seeds inspire you.  
There arises in your mind a good deed you need to do, or an action you 
need to take.  As you look up at your ancestor, you see that person nodding 
as if in agreement.

Sit meditating on the many seeds of the jewel-colored pomegranate.  Begin 
to notice your breath.  Feel the sensations of breathing in and breathing 
out.  Open your eyes.
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Psalm 133: Peace (14 Shevat)

Olive (Zayit)
A song of ascents, of David.  
How good and how pleasant it is 
When kinsfolk dwell together. 
It is like good oil on the head, 
Running down the beard, 
The priestly beard, 
Coming down over the collar of his robe, 
Like the dew of Mount Hermon, 
That falls on the mountains of Zion. 
There the Eternal commanded blessing, 
everlasting life.

  ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות ְלָדִוד
  ִהֵנה ַמה־ּטֹוב ּוַמה־ָנִעים

  ֶשֶבת ַאִחים ַגם־ָיַחד׃
  ַכֶשֶמן ַהּטֹוב ׀ ַעל־ָהרֹאש

  יֵֹרד ַעל־ַהָזָקן
  ְזַקן־ַאֲהרֹן ֶשיֵֹרד
  ַעל־ִפי ִמדֹוָתיו׃

  ְכַטל־ֶחְרמֹון
  ֶשיֵֹרד ַעל־ַהְרֵרי ִציֹון

  ִכי ָשם ׀ ִצָּוה ְיהָוה ֶאת־ַהְבָרָכה
ַחִיים ַעד־ָהעֹוָלם׃

The olive is the teacher of peace. In the tale of Noah, a dove brought an 
olive branch to announce that the waters had subsided and life on the earth 
would be renewed.  The olive told Noah and the others in the ark that 
peace had returned to the world.  In the Tabernacle and later in the Temple, 
olive oil burned as an eternal flame before the Divine.  Olive oil was also 
used to anoint kings and priests.

On Chanukah, Jews celebrate the miracle of the olive oil.  This miracle oc-
curred at the end of a war between the Jews and the Syrian Greeks.  When 
the Jews drove away their enemies and came to rededicate their Temple, 
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the one cruse of sanctified olive oil they found lasted for eight days, long 
enough for them to produce more.  In this story, the oil symbolizes the 
rededication of a sacred space in a time of peace.  In Psalm 133, the olive 
oil represents the peace of friends dwelling together. This peace between 
friends is like good oil anointing a high priest: it is sacred.  The olive tree 
teaches us, even after conflict, always to rededicate ourselves to peace.

Sources
The Tree of Life said: As the dove brought her light to the world, 
you also shall be compared to the dove.  Bring olive oil and light the 
candle in front of me.

Midrash Tanhuma Tetzaveh 5

The olives from the branch that Noah received from the dove were 
made into pure olive oil.  The oil was given to Noah’s firstborn, 
Shem… who sealed the jar of oil and gave it to Abraham as a gift.  
Abraham handed it down to Isaac, who passed it down to Jacob… 
Jacob hid the oil at the site of the Holy Temple.  This is the oil that 
burned in the Temple during the miracle of Chanukah.

A tradition of the Imrei Noam 
quoted in Pri Mayim Chaim  

by Rabbi David Hertzberg

Tree Facts
Olive trees grow slowly and their trunks can become very thick.  If an olive 
tree dies, its rootstock can grow into a new tree.  Because of this, a single 
olive tree can live for centuries or even millennia.  Olive oil is recommend-
ed to aid in reducing heart disease.
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Nature Walk
Go to a place in nature where you feel peace.  What is this place like?  What 
evokes the peaceful feeling?  Is it the sound of flowing water or rustling 
leaves, the feeling of soft grass, the wide vista?  Take careful note of all the 
details.  Return to this place in your mind whenever you need to find peace 
of mind.  

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   You will find yourself in a 
temple.  The center of the temple is open to the sky.  At the very center of 
the temple is an olive tree with gray-silver leaves and ripe black olives.  Sit 
under this olive tree. Enjoy its shade.  

Out of the rooms of the temple comes a high priest or high priestess in 
sacred robes.  The priest or priestess picks olives from the tree and squeezes 
them into a bowl so that the oil comes out.  Then the priest or priestess 
anoints you with the oil.

When the oil touches your head you begin to feel a feeling of peace.  Allow 
this feeling to pervade your whole body and being.  Let the feeling of peace 
overflow so that it cascades outward into the world.  Wish peace for all 
beings.  

The priest or priestess bows and returns to the rooms of the temple.  Sit at 
peace under the olive tree.  Begin to notice your breath.  Feel the sensations 
of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your eyes.
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Psalm 134: Blessing (15 Shevat)

Apple (Tapuach)
A song of ascents. 
At this moment bless the Tree of Life 
all you who serve the Tree of Life 
who stand in the house of the Tree of Life 
at night. 
Raise your hands to this holiness 
And bless the Eternal. 
May God bless you from Zion. 
O maker of heaven and earth!

  ִשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות
  ִהֵנה ׀ ָבֲרכּו ֶאת־ְיהָוה

  ָכל־ַעְבֵדי ְיהָוה
  ָהעְֹמִדים ְבֵבית־ְיהָוה

  ַבֵלילֹות׃
  ְׂשאּו־ְיֵדֶכם קֶֹדש
  ּוָבֲרכּו ֶאת־ְיהָוה׃

  ְיָבֶרְכָך ְיהָוה ִמִציֹון
עֵֹׂשה ָשַמִים ָוָאֶרץ׃

The apple is the teacher of blessing.   Its sweet-smelling blossoms are a 
joy to the senses.  Its fruit is sweet.  Many Jews dip the apple in honey at 
Rosh haShanah, the new year, as a sign of the blessings of the year to come.  
In Jewish mystical tradition, the apple tree is an embodiment of God’s pres-
ence—one of the names of Shekhinah is “the holy apple orchard.”  In that 
apple orchard, the mystics can perceive the divine within all things.

In this psalm, the psalmist blesses the Source of Life, along with a crowd of 
other people.  Each person is raising hands toward the sanctuary.  It is as if 
the poet is one of the trees in the orchard, a tree that spreads its branches 
and offers its blessings along with all the others.  The blessing occurs at 
night, and this reminds me of the many times I have gone out at night to 
see apple blossoms glowing against the darkness like snow.
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In one rabbinic midrash, the apple orchard is the place where Israelite 
women, slaves in Egypt, go to give birth.  In the orchard, God receive the 
babies and feeds them oil and honey.  The children grow up in the orchard 
and return to their parents.  The children themselves are like apple blos-
soms. Nurtured by the Tree of Life, they grow into beautiful fruit. So too, 
we are sustained, even at perilous times, by the blessings in our lives.  

The apple orchard is the mystics’ place of beauty, where God’s presence can 
be seen and felt.  May the whole earth be our apple orchard.  May we see 
the magnificence of nature and understand that it is a gift for us to cherish.  
May we find gratitude for the thousand blessings that fill our days.

Sources
When the time of the Hebrew women to give birth was due, they 
went to the field and gave birth under the apple tree, as it is said: 
‘Under the apple tree I awakened you; there your mother was in 
labor with you.’

Exodus Rabbah 1:12

Certainly a person is like a tree of the field.  A person is like a tree in 
the Holy Apple Orchard of the Divine Presence.  

Zohar II, 60b

Just as the apple heals all, the Holy One of Blessing heals all.
Zohar III, 74a

Tree Facts
Consumption of apples extends the human life-span, and polyphenol mole-
cules derived from apples can extend the longevity of other species.   Apples 
are linked with immortality in cultures from Greece to Norway to the 
British Isles. Tapuach in biblical Hebrew may mean quince or apricot, but 
the tradition has generally understood tapuach as apple.
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Nature Walk
Take a walk in nature and experience its beauty.  Notice all the small things 
that make up the beauty of the natural world: leaves, stones, tree trunks, 
water, wind.  Create your own blessing for the world around you.  Let it 
express what is in your heart.

Keep this blessing and use it when you come upon beautiful trees or other 
natural phenomena in the future.

Spirit Journey
Close your eyes.  Sit quietly and begin to watch your breath.  Notice 
the sensations of breathing in and breathing out.   You will find yourself 
walking through an apple orchard in full bloom.  The blossoms are fresh, 
beautiful, and abundant.  They smell magnificent.   As you walk through 
the orchard, let its beauty lift your spirit.

Now, a gust of wind ruffles the flowers of the orchard.  Pink and white pet-
als, soft and delicate, shower you.  As each petal falls, think of a blessing you 
have received in your life, whether as a child, in earlier years, or right now.  
Continue to visualize your blessings as the petals of the apple blossoms rain 
around you.

You reach upward and find a crown of blooming apple branches on your 
head.  Feel the beauty and dignity of this crown of blessings.  Remove the 
crown and make an offering of it.  Place it beneath a tree or give it to the 
angel who arrives to receive it.  Know that your blessings are meant to be 
given away.

Suddenly, it is autumn in the orchard.  Bright gold leaves are everywhere.  
There are apples on the trees.  Bite into an apple and taste the fruit.  Know 
that you have a rich harvest in return for your labor.  As autumn leaves swirl 
around you, feel the blessing of your labor and all that you have harvested.

Walk back through the orchard.  Notice that it is still beautiful.  Now, see 
the trees grow bare in winter.  See the apple buds begin to form on the 
branches, and open into flowers.  Begin to notice your breath.  Feel the 
sensations of breathing in and breathing out.  Open your eyes.
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Holding a Tu b’Shevat Seder
A traditional Tu b’Shevat seder has four stages.  During each stage, there 
is a cup of wine or grape juice.  Some use the practice of the first cup 
being white wine or grape juice, the second being white with a little red, 
the fourth red with a little white, and the last all red.  This represents the 
changing of the seasons.  

Each stage has a different fruit.  One practice of the kabbalists was to eat 
shelled fruit, representing the world of assiyah (body, doing, physicality, 
earth), during the first stage.  Fruit with pits, representing the world of 
yetzirah (heart, feeling, emotion, water) is eaten during the second stage.  
Soft fruit, representing the world of beriyah (mind, thinking, intellect, air) 
is eaten during the third stage.  The final world, atzilut (essence, being, soul, 
fire) does not have a fruit, but some choose to smell spices as part of this 
stage.  

Some people prefer to begin the seder with the stage of atzilut, and work 
their way through beriyah, yetzirah, and assiyah.  By using this order, the 
seder makes the physical world the pinnacle of experience and invites us 
to come closer and closer to the natural world as we proceed through the 
seder.

There is still another practice, used by the kabbalists in the time of Luria, of 
eating from each of the three types of fruits during each of the four stages 
of the seder, so that one shelled fruit, one pitted fruit, and one soft fruit is 
eaten at each stage.

The seder offered here has five stages.  The seder begins with earth, and pro-
ceeds through water, air, and fire.  The seder then returns to earth, ending 
with a fifth stage for haTeva, nature.  This seder’s pattern corresponds to 
the five levels of the soul: nefesh (life-force), ruach (heart-force), neshamah 
(mind-force), chaya (deeper soul), and yechidah (soul-root).
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Blessing over Wine or Grape Juice
Masculine God Language Feminine God Language

  ָברּוְך ַאָתה ְיָי ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם
בֹוֵרא ְפִרי ַהָגֶפן

  ְברּוָכה ַאְת ְשִכיָנה ֱאֹלֵהינּו רּוַח ָהעֹוָלם
בֹוֵראת ְפִרי ַהָגֶפן

Baruch ata adonai eloheinu 
 melech ha’olam, borei peri hagafen.

Beruchah at shekhinah eloteinu ruach 
ha’olam, boreit peri ha’gafen.

Blessed are You, Eternal our God, Ruler of the 
world, who creates the fruit of the vine.

Blessed are You, Shekhinah, Spirit of the 
world, who creates the fruit of the vine.

Blessing over Fruits
  ָברּוְך ַאָתה ְיָי ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם

בֹוֵרא ְפִרי ָהֵעץ
  ְברּוָכה ַאְת ְשִכיָנה ֱאֹלֵהינּו רּוַח ָהעֹוָלם

בֹוֵראת ְפִרי ָהֵעץ
Baruch ata adonai eloheinu  

melech ha’olam, borei peri ha’etz.
Beruchah at shekhinah eloteinu ruach 

ha’olam, boreit peri ha’etz.

Blessed are You, Eternal our God, Ruler of the 
world, who creates the fruit of the tree. 

Blessed are You, Shekhinah, Spirit of the 
world, who creates the fruit of the tree.

Blessing Over New Fruits 
Fruits not eaten in a year, or not eaten since the last season the fruits grew.

   ָברּוְך ַאָתה ְיָי ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם
ֶשֶהֱחָינּו ְוִקְיָמנּו ְוִהִגיָענּו ַלְזַמן ַהֶזה

  ְברּוָכה ַאְת ְשִכיָנה ֱאֹלֵהינּו רּוַח ָהעֹוָלם
 ֶשֶהֱחַיְתנּו ְוִקְיַמְתנּו ְוִהִגיָעְתנּו ַלְזַמן

ַהֶזה
Baruch ata adonai eloheinu melech  
ha’olam, shehecheyanu, vekiymanu,  

vehigiyanu lazman hazeh.

Beruchah at shekhinah eloteinu  
ruach ha’olam, shehecheyatnu,  

vekiymatnu, vehigiatnu lazman hazeh.

Blessed are You, Eternal our God, Ruler of the 
world, who has given us life, sustained us and 

brought us to this season.

Blessed are You, Shekhinah, Spirit of the 
world, who has kept us in life, sustained us, 

and brought us to this season.

Blessing over Good-Smelling Trees
  ָברּוְך ַאָתה ְיָי ֱאֹלֵהינּו ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם

בֹוֵרא ֲעֵצי ְבָׂשִמים
  ְברּוָכה ַאְת ְשִכיָנה ֱאֹלֵהינּו רּוַח ָהעֹוָלם

בֹוֵראת ֲעֵצי ְבָׂשִמים
Baruch ata adonai eloheinu  

melech ha’olam borei atzei vesamim.
Beruchah at shekhinah eloteinu  

ruach ha’olam, boreit atzei vesamim.

Blessed are You, Eternal our God, Ruler of the 
world, who has created good-smelling trees.

Blessed are You, Shekhinah, Spirit of the 
world, who has created good-smelling trees.
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A Tu b’Shevat Seder  
Using the Tree Psalms
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Stage 1: 
Assiyah/Earth/The Body/Nefesh/Life-Force

For your God, the One who Is, is bringing you into a good land, a 
land of streams and springs and fountains issuing from plain and 
hill; a land of wheat and barley, of vines, figs, and pomegranates, 
a land of olive trees and honey, a land where you may eat food 
without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones 
are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper.  When you 
have eaten and been satisfied, bless the One who Is, your God, for 
the good land given to you.

Deuteronomy 8:7-10

We begin with our roots.  Like the trees, we ground ourselves in the earth.  
We begin with fruit with husks, in gratitude for the shelter of our bodies 
and the shelter of the earth’s ecosystem and atmosphere.

We recite the blessing over wine or grape juice, placing white wine or grape 
juice in our cups as a sign of winter, which lays the husk of snow on the 
earth.

In celebration of shelled fruit, we read from Psalm 121 for carobs, Psalm 
130 for almonds, and/or Psalm 132 for pomegranates.  

(You can study the midrashim or use any of the spirit journeys or nature 
walks, depending on what kind of seder you wish.)

We recite the blessing over fruit, and eat the fruit with husks.  If any of the 
fruits are new to you this season, recite the blessing over new fruits.



72   Psalm 134: Blessing (15 Shevat)

Stage 2: 
Yetzirah/Sap/The Heart/Ruach/Heart-Force

When the Holy One wants to make branches on the earth and feed 
the living creatures, the Holy One opens the good treasures within 
the rain, and immediately the earth becomes pregnant and puts 
forth a branch of blessing.

Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 4

Just as the palm tree has a heart, the generation of Deborah, who sat 
under the palm, had one heart for its Parent in heaven.

   Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 14;1

Just as water reflects a face, so the heart of a person replies to a heart.
   Proverbs 27:19

We think of the flowing of water.  Like trees, we need water to live.  We eat 
fruit with pits, in gratitude for the water flowing through our hearts, and 
through the core of the trees.  We are grateful for the water cycle that is the 
heart-flow of our planet.  

We recite the blessing over wine or grape juice, placing white wine or grape 
juice mixed with a little red in our cups as a sign of the sap beginning to 
flow as spring begins to arrive.

In celebration of pitted fruit, we read from Psalm 125 for dates, and/or 
Psalm 133 for olives.

(You can study the Sources or use any of the Spirit Journeys or  
Nature Walks, depending on what kind of seder you wish.)

We recite the blessing over fruit, and eat the fruit with pits. If any of the 
fruits are new to you this season, recite the blessing over new fruits.
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Stage Three: 
Beriyah/Winds/Thought/Neshamah/Mind-force

The Tree of Life is in the center of the Garden, and its shade covers 
the Garden of Eden.  In it are eight hundred fruits, and each one’s 
taste is different from the next, and each one’s smell is different 
from the next, and each one’s appearance is different from the next.  
…The four winds blow on her so that the smell is carried from one 
end of the world to the other. Under her, the disciples of the wise sit 
and explain the Torah. 

Otzar haMidrashim, Gan Eden veGehinom 4

Four winds were created in the world: the wind of the west, the 
wind of the north, the wind of the east, and the wind of the south.  
From the wind of the east light comes to the world.  From the wind 
of the south dews and rains of blessing come to the world.  From 
the wind of the west come the treasures of hail and snow and heat 
and cold and rain, and from the north wind darkness comes to the 
world.  

   Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 3

In Hebrew, the words for wind, breath, and inspiration are all the same.  
Ruach is the air that moves through our world, the breath that we exchange 
with the trees, and the spirit that gives our lives meaning.  We eat soft fruits, 
in gratitude for the ephemeral breath and the flexibility and imagination of 
our minds.

We recite the blessing over wine or grape juice, placing red wine or grape 
juice in our cups with a little white, as a sign of the winds warming the 
earth as spring comes closer.

In celebration of soft fruit, we read from Psalm 126 for figs, Psalm 128 for 
grapes, Psalm 129 for wheat and/or Psalm 134 for apples.  

(You can study the Sources or use any of the Spirit Journeys or  
Nature Walks, depending on what kind of seder you wish.)

We recite the blessing over fruit, and eat the soft fruit. If any of the fruits 
are new to you this season, recite the blessing over new fruits.
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Stage Four: 
Atzilut/Fire/Soul/Chayah/Deeper Soul

Is a person like the tree of the field?
Deuteronomy 20:19

A person is like a tree of the field.  A person is like a tree in the Holy 
Apple Orchard, the Shekhinah.

Zohar II, 60b

We offer thanks for the fire of the sun that provides the light to feed our 
trees and feed us from their bounty.  We are grateful for the warmth we feel 
within and for the radiance of our souls.

We recite the blessing over wine or grape juice, placing red wine or grape 
juice in our cups, as a reminder of the fire of the sun and the full glory of 
spring’s coming.

In celebration of what sustains us but is intangible, we read from Psalm 122 
for myrtle and/or Psalm 127 for cedar.  

(You can study the Sources or use any of the Spirit Journeys or  
Nature Walks, depending on what kind of seder you wish.)

We recite the blessing over fragrant smells, and smell myrtle, cedar, or other 
fragrant plants.  

Stage Five: 
Elohim/HaTeva/Nature/Yechidah/Soul-root

When the Holy One created Adam, he took him and led him 
around all the trees of the Garden of Eden, and said to him: Behold 
my works, how beautiful, how splendid they are.  All that I have 
created, I created for your sake.  Take care that you do not become 
corrupt and thus destroy my world.  For if you do, there is no one 
after you to repair it.  

Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13
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Righteous people of good deeds do not waste in this world even 
a mustard seed.  They become sorrowful with every wasteful and 
destructive act they see, and if they can, they use all their strength 
to save everything possible from destruction.

Sefer haChinuch

The numerical value (gematria) of Elohim, a name of God, is the same as 
that of HaTeva, nature.  We recognize God’s presence in the world around 
us, and acknowledge the holiness of the whole.  The trees are part of this 
web of life, just as we are.

We eat local fruit, and think of ways to care for trees in our own commu-
nity.  We read from Psalm 120 for the thornbush, Psalm 123 for the reed, 
and/or Psalm 124, for the willow, to remind us that even the smallest or 
most common plants are important parts of our world.  Finally, we read 
Psalm 131 for the terebinth, also known as Elah or divine tree, and consider 
what divine message trees are sending us today.

Close your seder with this prayer from the earliest text of a kabbalistic 
Tu b’Shevat seder.  This prayer asks that the trees and their fruits be filled 
with divine radiance so that they may grow and sustain life, and that the 
life-sparks and sacred energies within the fruit we have eaten be gathered 
together so that the cosmos becomes whole.

May it be Your will, Eternal our God and God of our fathers and 
mothers, that through the holy power of our eating and blessing 
fruit while concentrating on the Divine root that is the source of 
the fruit, that Divine abundance, favor, and goodness be bestowed 
on them.  May the angels of the fruit trees be filled by the powerful 
radiance of their glory, and may this radiance cause them to grow 
from the beginning of the year until its end, for goodness and 
blessing, for long life and peace.  May all the holy sparks that were 
scattered by our fathers and mothers or by Adam and Eve when 
they ate the fruit of knowledge in the Garden of Eden, now return 
and be gathered into the Tree of Life.

   Pri Etz Hadar  
as translated by Rabbi David Seidenberg
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May the merit of reciting the fifteen psalms lead us to gratitude for the 
earth, and the trees and plants that sustain our world.

May the trees continue to be our companions on this earth, that we may 
appreciate their being and enjoy their abundance.  

May we continue to know through them the Tree of Life.  

Amen.


