Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Pulsing with Life

by Dr. Erica Brown

“Do not uproot anything that grows…”

Rabbi Moses Cordovero

This week, my third-grader said that her school’s “middah of the month” (character building quality) was “shmira” – watchfulness. In the earliest chapters of Genesis, Adam and Eve are assigned two tasks related to the Garden of Eden. They were asked to work the garden but also to watch it. This is not the simple tedious responsibility of making sure that the Garden was protected from predators but represents a much deeper relationship with the earth. We are charged with preserving it, observing it and learning from it, as Job so tenderly says; “…speak to the earth and it shall teach you” (12:8).
Tomorrow is Tu’ B’shvat, the 15th day of the Hebrew month of Shvat and a day set aside to celebrate nature. In the earliest days of the Talmud, this day was used as a fiscal and agricultural measure of the new year for tree growth. It has emerged into a spiritual arbor day of sorts. In the sixteenth century, Kabbalists marked the day with a Seder where fruits and nuts, particularly those associated with the land of Israel, were praised and eaten to bring people closer to God’s natural world.
But one day is not enough to seek beauty in nature and to remind ourselves of our responsibility to the earth. We are fortunate to live in a time when our sensitivities are heightened about the environment. So what are we to make of the quote above?

Rabbi Moses Cordovero was part of a circle of 16th century mystics in Sefad, Israel and one of the most influential Kabbalists in the history of Jewish mysticism. In his book Tomar Devorah (the Palm of Deborah), he asks his readers to be expansive in their mercy:

Let your compassion extend to all creatures, neither despising not destroying any of them. For wisdom spreads over all created things: mineral, vegetable, animal and human. Each was created in Wisdom. Do not uproot anything that grows… 
Rabbi Cordovero asks us to find wisdom in all of nature and to preserve that wisdom for others by not uprooting anything that grows.


Many of us who care passionately about the environment recycle regularly and care about global warming and carbon footprints but might think nothing of breaking a blade of grass while sitting in a park and talking to friends. We might walk by a tree or a bush and break off a limb just because. We might find a bug irritating and just step on it to remove the nuisance of it without taking the time to move it gently to the outdoors.


Each time we do that, we fail to let nature be our teacher. We don’t see the wisdom in small things. We diminish the divinity of creation. Robert Frost, in his famous poem “Design” meditates on a spider “dimpled, fat and white.” His watchfulness leads to this observation:
What but design of darkness to appall?--
If design govern in a thing so small.

What does it mean to live in a world where God’s glory manifests itself in the tiniest of creatures? It means that we nurture and watch over the smallest manifestations of creation, just as we do the largest. It means that we let leaves and twigs, spiders and ants become our teachers. 


That is ultimately what it means to be a steward. A custodian of nature is not a passive watchman. It is not enough to recycle. Job tells us that we are nurturers. We are educators. We are students. We are actively engaged with the world around us. We cannot learn from that which we destroy. Do not uproot anything that grows…

Shabbat Shalom

