Connections: Liturgy, Poetry, and Art for Tu BiShvat
TU. biSh’vat / The 15th of Sh’vat
Birthday of the Trees
TU biShvat is an invitation to focus on the natural world surrounding us--and at the same time, it
makes us aware of our connectedness to each other, to the flow of time and stories, to the flow
of cyclical renewal, to the spiritual worlds. We remove the shells (literally) that protect, obscure,
and incubate, step by step reaching toward inner sweetness. We use our sense to internalize
those messages--maybe we plant things, too.
This year, connection also is digital--we use a digital ecosystem to supplement a natural one.
This little machberet (this little “journal”) can be used simply as a reading resource, but it can
also become, by means of a printer and a couple of crayons, a source of meditation, coloring,
tapping into the flow, and celebrating the playful child in all of us that lies beneath the shells.
We play and draw and read and speak… about the very personal, the sensual, the broken, the
sad, the budding, the blossoming, the growing, the changing… the healing. Together, may we
root ourselves in connectedness.

Birthday of the Trees

Illustration by Steve Silbert
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A Blessing: FOR PLANTING THE FUTURE
R. David Evan Markus
This liturgy offers a blessing over the Tu B’shevat experience, and especially over planting
something (e.g. flowers, karpas/ritual greens) for the Passover table.

 מַ ל ְִאי,טוב ִמזֶה
ֹ  ז ְַרע ִּבי עָ ִ ּתיד ֹיותֵ רPlant in me a future better than this:
:ְצודֵ ק ֹיותֵ ר
ֹ  ּבַטו ּחַ ו, ּב ְִריאָ ה, ִ ּת ְקוָהMore hopeful, healthy, safe and just.
הור ּב ְָרא־לִ י אֱ ל ִֹהים
ֹ ָ לֵב טCreate in me a pure heart, Holy Power:
:ש ּב ְִק ְר ִּבי
ׁ ָכון חַ ֵּד
ֹ  וְרו ּחַ נRenew within me an upright spirit.
חו ֵרף הַ ש ֹׁוטֵ ף הַ זֶה ִעם
ֹ ֲ הָ אֵ ר אֶ ת הIlluminate this fallow winter with the
:עולֶה ִּב ְפנִים
ֹ ֲ ֹזוהַ ר חֲ יִים הGlow of life rising within.
הַ ֵּמ ִאיר לָאָ ֶרץ
,ְו ַל ָּד ִרים עָ לֶיהָ ּב ְַרחֲ ִמים
ש ְ ּבכָל ֹיום ָּת ִמיד
ׁ ּבו מְ חַ ֵּד
ֹ וּבְטו
:שית
ׁ ִ מַ עֲ ֵׂשה ב ְֵרא

The One who illuminates the land,
And all who dwell on her in mercy,
In Your goodness renewing each day, always,
The work of Creation.

 אֲ נַחְ נו ּ הַ ש ֹׁו ְּתפִ ים ֶׁשל ׇ,ּ  ז ְַרע ּבָנוPlant in us, we who are Your partners,
,ְך
אות אֶ ת הַ גְאוּלָה
ֹ ש לִ ְר
ׁ דו
ֹ  הַ ּכֹחַ הַ ָקthe holy power to see rousing to life
:עו ֶר ֶרת לְחֲ יִים
ֹ ְ הֶ אֲ בִ יב ֶׁשלָנו ּ ִמתThe springtime of our liberation.
קו ִּמי לָךְ ַרעְ י ִָתי
!ְָיפ ִָתי וּלְכִ י לָך
,עובֶר
ֹ ִ ּכי ִהנֵּה הַ ְּסתָ יו
:לו
ֹ ְהולֶך
ֹ חולֶף
ֹ הַ ֶג ּ ֶׁשם
,הַ ִּנ ָּצנִים נ ְִראו ּ בָאָ ֶרץ
ַעֵ ת הַ ז ּ ִָמיר מַ ִּגיע
ְקול הַ תּ ֹור
ֹ ו
:ּ ִנ ְׁשמַ ע ּבְאַ ְרצֵנו

Rise up, my love,
My beautiful one, come away!
For here the winter is passing,
The downpours are gentling, soon done.
Buds are appearing on the earth:
The time for song is coming,
And the voice of the dove
Will be heard in our land.

 ּבָרו ּךְ אַ ָּתה יהו׳׳הBlessed are You, Eternal One,
:שית
ׁ ִ ש מַ עֲ ֵׂשה ב ְֵרא
ׁ ֵ מְ חַ דRenewing the work of Creation.
ַ  ז/ z’ra) is for “seed,” and also the “outstretched arm” (ְרוֹע נְטוּיָה
Plant –
 The Hebrew (ְרע
ַ  ז/ z’roa n’tuyah) of Passover
liberation two full moons ahead. C
 reate in me – Psalm 51:12. Fallow... partner – Hebrew homophones pronounced
ַ / zohar (“radiant,” also The Zohar, the mystical
shoteif (שׁוֹתף
fallow becomes partner. Glow – In Hebrew, זוֹהר
ֵ / )שׁוֹטף:
ֵ
Book of Splendor). Within – In Hebrew, ( ִבּ ְפנִיםbifnim), for “in the faces” ( ַבּ ָפנִים/ ba-panim): what’s within becomes
visible.  T
 he One who illuminates the land – Siddur, Yotzer Or (morning liturgy). The springtime of our liberation
– Passover, two full moons ahead. R
 ise up, my love… will be heard in our land – Song of Songs 2:8-10,
traditionally offered at Passover, rendered in the present tense to evoke lifting the forthcoming spring, and our own
seeds, into new life.
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A Blessing: OF BIRTHDAYS, BREATH, AND BLESSINGS
R. Dara Lithwick
Last year we gathered together at shul, snowbanks high outside, warm within, to celebrate the
birthday of trees with a Tu Bi’Shevat seder
And ate the fruits of the branch - peeling oranges, making apple smiley faces, spitting out the
pits of soft sweet medjool dates, devouring figs and peaches and pomegranate seeds
And blessed the beauty bounty and sang of almond blossoms.
A few weeks later,
Five days before everything shut down,
Our daughter blew out her birthday candles, all five of them
To the squeals of delight of friends and family
On International Women’s Day, and on Erev Purim
We sang out loud, not thinking twice
Our voices rising, commingling, harmonizing.
This year, we guard our breath
Behind a mask
No singing together, blowing out candles - couldn’t imagine.
Every breath, a risk.
We stay outside as much as possible, where the breathing is easier.
As the birthday of trees approaches
All I want is to be with the trees,
Breathing together,
Where my exhalation is life, a gift,
And I inhale fresh, clean air
From the maples and firs and pines and spruces and birch and apple trees
Offerings of life,
Symbiosis,
Hope.
Blessed are You, Holy One of Blessing, for atzei chayim, trees of life.
May the eitzim enjoy protection and love, and may we all heal and breathe life into each other.
Fruit of the Tree

Illustration by R. Allie Fischman
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INSTRUCTION
R. Rachel Barenblat
Walk into your yard and find a tree.
Or venture to a playground or a park,
a copse between apartment buildings
whether cottonwood and mesquite
or bright birch with bark eyes open.
Or walk down the cracked, uneven sidewalk
until you reach a trunk where you can place a hand:
black walnut, palmetto, sycamore, pine...
Feel the tree beneath your palm.
Imagine its roots unfurling below,
tunneling through soil. Dream of water
gliding up xylem to nubbly grapestem twigs,
arboreal fingertips extended to the sun.
What does it feel like when leaves sprout:
is it a prickly fizzing beneath the skin,
a smile bursting free without volition?
Thank the tree for oxygen.
Sing happy birthday
quietly, under your breath,
before walking away.
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A BLESSING FOR A TREE IN THE CITY
Trisha Arlin
In front of my window on the first floor
Lives a tree
I think of as mine
Though of course it belongs to the City.
My favorite event of the year is that warm day in April
When the dark red buds of my tree
and most of the trees on the block
break open in small lime green leaves. Whoosh!
Last fall the City put a fence around
My tree’s tiny plot of land
So maybe the dogs would stop pissing on it.
I don’t think it worked.
Remember that summer
When a flock of green parrots
Flew over from Greenwood Cemetery
And hung out in my green tree for days?
A couple of years ago some of the branches broke off in a storm.
The City left them in the street
To rot for weeks
And then they came and sawed off more branches.
I’m worried about my tree.
I’m worried that my tree is too successful,
That the roots will start to break up the sidewalk
And then the City will cut it down.
Holy Wholeness,
I give thanks for the way my tree cleans our air.
I give thanks for the way my tree shades my apartment.
I give thanks for the home my tree provides to squirrels and birds.
I give thanks for my tree’s undressed beauty in the winter.
May my tenacious tree live its fullest life!
May it never be lonely,
All the city trees reaching out with their roots,
Chatting with friends.
And I bless the City for its imperfect caretaking. Amen.
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A Tree In The City

Illustration by Steve Silbert

8

Four Trees
R. Rachel Barenblat
You are unassuming in winter,
little round crabapple
adjacent to the condo swimming pool.

for that thick branch where I sat
for hours, legs akimbo, reading
pulp paperbacks with yellow pages.

Sometimes on our way to the snow piles
the plows leave in the cul-de-sac
my son tips powder off your branches.

Every year
at my mother's birthday
blossoms the size of my head…

Right now you’re all potential
but blooming, you're resplendent.
Do your roots speak to the willow

And take a message, please,
to the unknown tree
my child hugged on his first trip

behind the synagogue, so vast
he fills a whole wall of glass?
His golden twigs are balm

to Central Park: you were there
when we needed comfort. Do you hear
the sirens around you this year?

now to my color-starved eyes,
and all summer long wild grapes
dangle from his branches.

May the snow nourish you now
until hope unfurls, fluttering brave
in the cold wind of spring.

How far do your connections spread?
Can you reach the magnolia
in my old backyard? I want to thank her
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Tree of Life

Illustration by Steve Silbert
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BREATHING OUT, BREATHING IN
R. David Evan Markus
Her last gasp from a hospital ventilator,
Taking our breath away as she went still,
Became for the great maple across the street the next
Inbreath of carbon, destined to become tomorrow’s bud to
Unfurl a leaf first green, then orange, then brown underfoot.
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TREE: A GUIDED MEDITATION
Trisha Arlin; Illustration by Steve Silbert

If every breath
Is a conversation
With Ruach HaOlam,
Then is every breath
A prayer?
Breathe In
Breathe out.
Close your eyes.
See yourself
In a forest,
A dark and deeply green
Rain forest.
The air is moist,
The leaves drip pleasantly.
There are ferns spreading out,
Fungi attached to fallen trees
Alive with bugs
And small animals,
Nurseries for seedlings,
The beginnings of new lives.

The ground in the forest is covered
with natural mulch,
Squishy under your feet.
Look around and select your tree.
You know your tree
And it knows you.
Examine your tree
From top to bottom.
Is it taller than you?
Old or a sapling?
Stand next to your tree and
Breathe it in:
The smell is a gift of
photosynthesis,
Respiration,
Creativity and oxygen,
Every breath is a prayer.
Sit down and lean against your
tree.
The forest floor is moist and your
ass gets wet

As you reach back to touch the tree
with your hands,
Gently.
Feel the rough bark.
Now listen to your tree: Shema!
Can you hear the birds in the
branches?
Can you hear the drizzling rain as it
passes through the leaves and
lands on your face, your lap, your
hiking boots?
Taste the wet air that gives your
tree its being.
Ruach HaOlam,
We see and smell and touch and
taste and listen and feel
And pray.
Breathe in.
Breathe out. Amen.
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PREPARING
R. Sonja K. Pilz, PhD
During a long break, still on the road,
My fingers close over the smooth skin of
A chestnut.
I think about the final days of summer.
While tree sap is rising-Invisibly, to most of us-I think about plums, peaches,
And the sweet fruits of late summer’s vine.
In grains, nuts, seeds, and trees sleeps
Tomorrow.
Curled up, under a blanket
Made of last summer’s wool,
I lie, quietly, without much motion,
Dreaming the future,
Letting imaginary hands sink into
The soil of a new home in Sivan.
I water the earth with tears.
It will melt, soften, and open,
With a sigh,
Unheard.
I once had a friend with a seemingly perfectly ordinary life,
Who won the Youth Nobel Prize for Molecular Medicine
On a cold, dark night last December.
I once knew a physicist with a life not much more exciting,
Who took it on a lonely night in Munich in July.
Hot earth cracks under my bare, soft, and swollen feet.
On the peak of summer,
The leaves sometimes already
Turn brown,
Burnt, or prematurely.
The wind plays
With naked branches.
No season ever actually begins,
It only continues the paths of
Yesterday.
Roots reach deeper than
The smell of flowers-I came to realize
That nevertheless,
I miss it.
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TO 2030 / 5790
R. Dara Lithwick

.שׁ ְמרָהּ
ֵ האָדָם וַיַּנּ-ת
ָ ִקּח יְהוָה ֱאלֹ ִהים ֶא
ָ ע ֶדן ְל ָע ְבדָהּ וּ ְל-ַן
ֵ ִחהוּ ְבג
ַ וַיּ
And YHVH took Adam and settled Adam in Gan Eden, to sustain
it and protect it. (Genesis 2:15)
בשעה שברא הקב”ה את אדם הראשון נטלו והחזירו על כל אילני גן עדן
ואמר לו ראה מעשי כמה נאים ומשובחין הן וכל מה שבראתי בשבילך
 שאם קלקלת אין מי, תן דעתך שלא תקלקל ותחריב את עולמי,בראתי
שיתקן אחריך
When the Holy One of Blessing created the first person the Holy
One took them and showed them all the trees of the Garden of
Eden and said to them. “See My works, how beautiful and
praiseworthy they are. And everything that I created, I created it
for you. Be careful not to spoil or destroy My world – for if you
do, there will be nobody after you to repair it.”
(Kohelet Rabbah 7:28)

We are running out of time,
And yet, the gates aren’t yet closed,
We can come together.
Imagine a blueprint for the planet, a call to action.
At its heart, 17 Sustainable Development Goals,
Interrelated as we are, as the air we breathe.
No poverty or hunger (1+2);
Quality education (3);
Good health and wellbeing (4);
Gender equality (5).
To achieve these we must
Engage in Climate action (13);
Protect our planet,
Life on land and below water (14+15);
Have clean water and sanitation (6),
Affordable and clean energy (7),
Decent work and economic growth (8);
Reduce inequalities (10)
For industry, innovation and infrastructure (9),
Sustainable cities and communities (11),
Responsible consumption and production (12);
Maintained by peace, justice and strong institutions (16);
14

Working together in partnerships (17).
In our tradition, 18 is  חי/ chai, life.
We are the 18 to to round out these goals,
It’s Aleinu, upon us.
Less than a decade to go to 2030/5790.
As we mark this birthday of trees, this celebration of natural creation,
If not now, when?
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Those Who Sow in Tears will Reap in Joy
Based on Psalm 126:5

Illustration by R. Allie Fischman
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ZOONOSIS1
R. Sonja K. Pilz, PhD
These days, I spend much time
Following with my eyes
the fine veins
On my baby’s forehead
They remind me of the riverbeds
I once saw rising
In an airplane
Back from Washington DC.
Back then those reminded me of the wild nets of tree roots
And branches
Exposed in colder landscapes
At coarser times.
Now those make me think of different rivers,
Higher mountains,
Animal markets,
Felling machines eating their ways into old growth.
My grandparents
Made furniture
But would have never imagined
The wounds we cut, every day,
Into worlds we don’t own.
“Connected,” I whisper, as my fingers caress the streams
Of his lifelines,
Flowing like rivers, merchants, meat, and fur;
Connected through wires,
Currencies, consumption, travel,
Business, air, disease, and time.
“Connected”—“In motion”—
Changing—no stopping—
Connected—no stopping—
Changing—in motion—
Connected—in motion—
Connected—No stop—
1

An infectious disease transmitted from a non-human animal to a human, like HIV, Ebola, and COVID-19. See
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/zoonoses.
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Connected

Illustration by R. Allie Fischman
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ROOTING
R. David Evan Markus
There’s this yearning to root deep down,
Far beneath where frost's fingers can penetrate,
Safe from winter's howl down from the North,
The third storm front this week, another red alert to
Shelter in place, brace for the squall and wait.
The soil is eternally spring: nutrients of last year's
Garden, detritus composted and fertile, like our
Ancestors who came tempest tossed to this soil
From bloodied shores, their futures ejected and
Transplanted. Like attracts like: they came to this
Land of the Wappinger, the Algonquin, the Mahican,
All travelers who once rooted deep, now mostly gone.
Only the trees fully remember, standing tall and watchful,
Their roots even deeper, in yesterday's soil, speaking to
Each other, a wood wide web beneath our restless feet,
And speaking to us too, if only we might stop and listen.
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MAPLE MY LOVE
R. Dara Lithwick
When Tu B’Shevat arrives in Ottawa, or in Montreal where I grew up
You can’t smell blossoms yet, it’s midwinter and still sometimes -20C
Yet the sun is spending more time in the sky, signaling warmer days ahead
And the sap is starting to rise
And soon enough, often by Purim (the next full moon), definitely before Passover (the full moon
after that), the sap will flow at the cabanes à sucre ( sugar shacks) dotted throughout the region
Creating holy nectar from the sugar maple trees.
Maple syrup - a gift from the indigenous inhabitants of this land.
Haudenosaunee tradition spoke of piercing maple bark and using its “sweet water” to cook
meats
The Anishinaabe called the time when sap was collected the “maple moon” or “sugar month”.2
When the days warm above the freezing mark and the nights dip back below
Ideal conditions for sugaring off
As the warmth creates a positive pressure inside the tree, and the sap rushes out into taps
ready to receive
And the cold creates a negative pressure, pulling water up through the roots, mixing with the
sugars inside the tree, new sap ready to run the next day when blessed by the sun’s rays.
30-45 litres of maple sap are then boiled down to produce 1 L of pure maple syrup goodness,
gold.
I am so grateful.
Maple, my love.
In my coffee.
Pancakes.
With whiskey.
On my matzah brei (fried matzah) come Passover.

2

See “Maple Syrup Industry”, the Canadian Encyclopedia.
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Before we eat, we bless.
Is there a blessing for maple syrup?
Some authorities suggest its the catch-all blessing
shehakol3
But that doesn’t really fit.
Maple syrup isn’t a miscellaneous mixed food. We’re
not talking corn syrup here.
Maple syrup is the essence of the tree.
Shouldn’t it at least deserve the blessing of the fruit of
the tree, ha’etz?4
Medieval commentary (not familiar with maple, but
still!)5, writes that sap gets a ha’etz based on a verse,
“ ( יערי עם דבשיmy honey and honeycomb”, Song of
Songs 5:1).
That verse ends, “Eat, lovers, and drink: Drink deep of love!”
Yes.
This Tu Bi’Shevat, let us bless.

For Miscellaneous Food (meat, poultry, eggs, fish, dairy products, candy): Barukh ata Adonai Eloheinu melekh
ha’olam shehakol niyah bidvaro. Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the universe, at whose word all came to
be.
4
Barukh ata Adonai Eloheinu melekh ha’olam borei p’ri ha’eitz. Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the
universe, who creates the fruit of the tree.
5
Tosafot to Berachot 36b, s.v. ברטיבא, cited here.
3
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Maple

Illustration by R. Allie Fischman
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