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t's a cloudy. spring day and I'm
walking in a forest with my 3-
and-a-half-year-old son Nadav
. .on the lookout for frogs. It's
@  notevena big forest, justa

"+ few acres that the develop-

“ers didn’t get to. Maybe the little stream

was too much trouble to work around,

maybe there were zoning laws keeping this .

forest off lirnits. Nothing special. A mossy
fallen log is crumbling and becoming part
of the forest floor. The light filters through

leaves and branches in a play of shadows..

Mud is squishing in the toes of my sandals.
Nadav points out the skunk cabbage’s huge
leaves and decides to use one to wrap up a
bunch of mud to take back for I-dare-not-
guess-what purpose. It’s nothing special,
but it’s eriough to calm my nind, awaken
my heart, even for a few minutes. And Na-
dav is never in a better mood than when
* he’s looking for frogs in a creek.

. Why is this messy, muddy little forest so-

much more attractive to me-than the neat,
vinyl-sided houses a few yards away? Psy-
~ chologists have been coming up with theo-
- riesastowhynatureisgood forus,butIhave
. always felt intuitively that Judaism is about
life, and I've beeri cutious to look for the

theolog1cal roots of nature’s pull. I-believe . - " < »
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Judaism, and espeaally the mystical parts

ofJudaism, helps us understand natureand -

A weave of int.er’loc]dhg connections forms |
the fabric of the world, Whether we are spea.kmg
‘kabbalese’ or ecology
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its almost magical power to charm us,. and
this understanding can help us protect na-

‘ture, and ultimately ourselves. At the same
time, nature can open up new perspectives -

on our own texts and traditions, -~

An expetience of the unity of all things is-
.amajor component of mystical experiénce,
and it is also a big part of what is generally

called spirituality, Many people report that
they get a sense of this unity in nature,
whereas in synagogue . . ; not. so much.
Why is that? Could it be that while what
we think of as standard Jewish theology

~ holds up God as Creator, separate from the

creation, Jewish mysticism posits a contin-
uum between God and the world? Jewish
mystical theology proposes that the world is

‘in a sense made from God. In these matters

one can speak-only in metaphors, and light

has been a favorite; in the kabbalistic cre-
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ation story, God’s light is infinitely bright,

encompassing and thus nullifying all else,

The creation of the world is God limiting
thatlightand allowing it tobe “clothed,” or
covered, so that the Oneness can be divided
into the multiplicity that is the world, That
original Unity is broken down at first sub-
tly with the emergence of Divine thought,

_ followed by words, then physical matter,
The “garments” of God’s oneness become
thicker and deriser, but the Divine sparks
animate all.

When I100K at the shadow play of leaves
and sun and bark, itisnot hard to imagine
Divine sparks. I know that I am not sepa-

- rate from nature, and it becomes ha_rder to .

_ignore, abuse or destroy it.
. Yet, there must be more to it than an in-
timation of the Divine sparks. Why here in

tlus little forest or on a beach, desert orwet-

lands do I feel those sparks more than i in the
city orbackin thoseneat rows of the housing
development? Aren’tthey also part of the Di-
vine? They undoubtedly are, but somehow
we've managed to create environments that
block out a lot of the Divine light,

. The most basic building blocks of kab- -

balah,. the sefirot, will perhaps give us a
clue. The sefirot, 10 emanations of God

that kabbalists believe hold the secret to -

the inner structure ‘of the cosmos, are
often pictured in the image of a person,

with three forming an upward-facing tri- .

angle on top, shown as the head, followed

by two downward-facing triangles in the )

place of the torso and hips, and one lonely
sefirah on the bottom, shown as the feet.

We also sometimes see charts with a com-
plex array of arrows going up and down

- and- across these triads and- meridians. .

However they are charted, these are al;:
ways graphrc attémpts to showa dynamic,

multidirectional pattern of Divine energy :

It flows down from above, but also side to

side and even back up. One of the fascinat-
ing aspects of kabbalistic thinking is the
way that our human actions have an effect
on the worlds above and below. All is inter-
related and connected.
Itis thisweave of interlocking connections
- that form the fabric of the world whether
© we are speaking“kabbalese” or ecology, The

world is the garment of God; when its pat- .

. ternsare intact, there is beauty and life, and

whenrtrsbroken ugliness and death. We -

breakthepattemwhenwetrytocontroltoo

% much make the world in the image of our -

7 mach:_nes when we'try to be geds.

Wharrsrtthatbothersmeaboutthose B
" neat-looking vinyl sidings? They do, after
all, have the virtue of not needing pamt
and lasung practically forever, And that is

" agreatthingifwe only look atthe snapshot
“of the house as itis today but avert our eyes

away from their source and their destina-

tion. As Judith Helfand has shown in her
documentary film “Blue mel the prob-
lem is that the vmyl will also last practi-
cally forever in a landfill, orin the air if it is
burnt, contnbuung poison to the environ-
ment as a cost of i its convenience, For me,
it seems toembody our atternpt to deny the
dynamic flow of life, It breaks the pattern, .
~ Paradox is the bread and butter of mysti-

cism andalso of nature, The kabbalistic and

- ecological paradox of patterns is that their

multiplicity leads us to oneness. We've all
had the experience of dread as we start to
memonze a long poem. It looks like a diz-
zvmg array of words, but as you learn it, it
seems to magically get smaller and more .

" manageable. What started out as a thou-

sand words you now:see as four stanzas,
which then connect 0 one another until

farms renews a sense
ts-at an underlying
Oneness Both the eeologrst and the kab-
bahst know that the; way to release-those
sparksof holiness is to acknowledge ourin- .
terdependence, to keep the pattems intact
and the energy flowing. .
Another paradox that bit of forest
that: seems s0 ‘messy’ actuallv produces no
‘waste while the ordered, eﬁicrent subdi-

- vision is a waste factory, sendang it out

by the truckload and down the drain and
into the air, In Jewish mysticism as well,
the DIVrne spark, in a person, an actron or
even a subdivision, may be hidden und‘er-
neath heavy garments, even thick shells,
but itis there to be transformed and re-
deemed. Whether in nature orsprntual
reality, there is no person without his or -
herhour; norany thing that does not have
its place (to paraphrase Avot 4:3): waste
is not a necessary category. Whether I'm

‘stomping through streams in search of

frogs or reading Aramaic texts, I'm enliv-
ened by the life that runs through both.
I've learned from ecologrsts that patterns

‘run through all living systems, and from
‘the Jewish mystical tradition I know that

it is just such patterns that draw me clos-
er to the One Source of Life. When I look
atmy son gazing wide-eyed ata ‘tadpole, I

- don’t.need .anyone to teach me that I love

him; I only pray that the fabric of life-will
beintact for his generation and bevand »



