Eitz Chaim - Wisdom, Nourishment, and
Connection

Rachel Davidson

Opening Questions: What do you think of when you hear Tree of Life?
Where does this fit into our liturgy? What is the Tree of Life associated

with in Judaism?

In this session we'll first look at a few representative texts from the

Tanach, and then at the how the classical rabbis interpreted the concept of
the Tree of Life. We'll focus the most on the commentary around Proverbs
3:18, which features prominently in our liturgy. For the tanach texts, make

sure to read sources 4, 5, and 6.

Genesis 2:9

(9) And from the ground the
LORD God caused to grow every
tree that was pleasing to the sight
and good for food, with the tree
of life in the middle of the
garden, and the tree of
knowledge of good and bad.
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Proverbs 3:13-18

(13) Happy is the man who finds
wisdom, The man who attains
understanding. (14) Her value in
trade 1s better than silver, Her
yield, greater than gold. (15) She
1s more precious than rubies; All
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of your goods cannot equal her.
(16) In her right hand is length of
days, In her left, riches and
honor. (17) Her ways are pleasant
ways, And all her paths, peaceful.
(18) She is a tree of life to those
who grasp her, And whoever
holds on to her is happy.
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Proverbs 13:12-14

(12) Hope deferred sickens the
heart, But desire realized is a
tree of life. (13) He who disdains
a precept will be injured thereby;
He who respects a command will
be rewarded. (14) The instruction
of a wise man is a fountain of
life, Enabling one to avoid deadly
snares.
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Proverbs 15:4-5

(4) A healing tongue is a tree of
life, But a devious one makes
for a broken spirit. (5) A fool
spurns the discipline of his father,
But one who heeds reproof
becomes clever.
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How do the authors of the Tanach seem to view the Tree of Life? What
does she provide people? What things are characterized as a Tree of Life?
What things in your own life act as a nourishing tree of life?
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This is an image from an ancient Israelite archaeological site, where there
are inscriptions about Asherah, a goddess who is associated with trees.
Here (and in other places), the tree is literally giving life by feeding the
animals.

We'll now move on to texts from the rabbinic period (written roughly
between 200 CE - 600 CE). If you're running low on time, make sure to
read sources 11 and 13.

Pirkei Avot 6:7 7o AR WD
Great is Torah for it gives life
to those that practice it, in this
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those that grasp her, and
whoever holds onto her is
happy” (ibid. 3:18), And it says:
“For they are a graceful wreath
upon your head, a necklace about
your throat” (ibid. 1:9), And it
says: “She will adorn your head
with a graceful wreath; crown
you with a glorious diadem”
(ibid. 4:9) And it says: “In her
right hand is length of days, in
her left riches and honor” (ibid.
3:1, And it says: “For they will
bestow on you length of days,

years of life and peace” (ibid.
3:2).
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Arakhin 15b:16

Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi
Hanina says: What is the
remedy for those who speak
malicious speech? If he is a
Torah scholar, let him study
Torah, as it is stated: “A
soothing tongue is a tree of life,
but its perverseness is a broken
spirit” (Proverbs 15:4). And the
word “tongue” means nothing
other than malicious speech, as it
1s stated: “Their tongue is a
sharpened arrow; it speaks
deceit” (Jeremiah 9:7). And the
word ‘““‘tree” means nothing
other than Torah, as it is
stated: “It is a tree of life to
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them that lay hold of it”
(Proverbs 3:18). And if he is an
ignoramus, let him humble his
mind, as it is stated: “Its
perverseness 1s a broken spirit”
(Proverbs 15:4). In other words,
one who perverts his tongue with
malicious speech should remedy
his behavior by cultivating a
broken and humble spirit.

Berakhot 32b:9

Rabbi Yohanan said: Anyone
who prolongs his prayer and
expects it to be answered, will
ultimately come to heartache,
as it will not be answered. As it
is stated: ‘“Hope deferred
makes the heart sick”
(Proverbs 13:12). And what is
the remedy for one afflicted
with that illness? He should
engage in Torah study, as it is
stated: ‘“But desire fulfilled is
the tree of life”’ (Proverbs
13:12), and tree of life is
nothing other than Torah, as it
is stated: “It is a tree of life to
those who hold fast to it, and
those who support it are
joyous” (Proverbs 3:18). This is
not difficult. This, Rabbi Hiyya
bar Abba’s statement that one
will suffer heartache refers to one
who prolongs his prayer and
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expects it to be answered; that,
Rabbi Hanin’s statement that one
who prolongs his prayer is
praiseworthy refers to one who
prolongs his prayer and does not
expect it to be answered.

Taanit 7a:12

Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak said:
Why are Torah matters likened
to a tree, as it is stated: “Itis a
tree of life to them who lay hold
upon it” (Proverbs 3:18)? This
verse comes to tell you that just
as a small piece of wood can
ignite a large piece, so too,
minor Torah scholars can
sharpen great Torah scholars
and enable them to advance in
their studies. And this is what
Rabbi Hanina said: I have
learned much from my
teachers and even more from
my friends, but from my
students I have learned more
than from all of them.
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Avot D'Rabbi Natan 34:11

Ten entities are considered
truly ‘‘alive.” 1. The Holy
Blessed One, as it says
(Jeremiah 10:10), ‘“The Eternal
is truly God; He is a living
God.” 2. The Torah is called a
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Living Torah, as it says
(Proverbs 3:18), “It is a Tree of
Life for those who hold fast to
it, and all its supporters are
happy.” 3. Israel are called
Alive, as it says (Deuteronomy
4:41), “And you, who cling to the
Eternal your God, you are all
alive today.” 4. A righteous
person is called Life, as it says
(Proverbs 11:30), ““The fruit of
the righteous is the Tree of
Life.” 5. The Garden of Eden is
called Living, ([as it says (Psalms
116:9), “I will walk before the
Eternal in the land of the living.”
6. One of the trees in the
Garden was called the Tree of
Life,]) as it says (Genesis 2:9),
‘“and the Tree of Life in the
midst of the Garden. 7. The
Land of Israel is called the Land
of the Living, as it says (Ezekiel
26:20), “I will place radiance in
the land of the living.”
(Jerusalem is called Living, as it
says [Psalms 116:9)], “T will
walk before the Eternal in the
land of the living.”) 8. Acts of
kindness are called Life, as it
says (Psalms 63:4), “For Your
kindness is better than life; my
lips will praise You.” 9. A wise
person is called Life, as it says
(Proverbs 13:14), “The Torah of
the wise is the source of life.” 10.
Water is called Living, as it says
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(Zechariah 14:8), “On that day,
living waters will come forth
from Jerusalem.”

How do the rabbis above interpret the tanach texts about the Tree of Life?
What do they associate the Tree of Life with? How might this be different
from the biblical authors?

The New Yorker, The Intelligent Plant, Michael Pollen (December 23 &
30 2013) "The most bracing part of Mancuso’s talk on bioinspiration came
when he discussed underground plant networks. Citing the research of
Suzanne Simard, a forest ecologist at the University of British Columbia,
and her colleagues, Mancuso showed a slide depicting how trees in a
forest organize themselves into far-flung networks, using the
underground web of mycorrhizal fungi which connects their roots to
exchange information and even goods. This “wood-wide web,” as the
title of one paper put it, allows scores of trees in a forest to convey
warnings of insect attacks, and also to deliver carbon, nitrogen, and
water to trees in need. When I reached Simard by phone, she described
how she and her colleagues track the flow of nutrients and chemical
signals through this invisible underground network. They injected fir trees
with radioactive carbon isotopes, then followed the spread of the isotopes
through the forest community using a variety of sensing methods,
including a Geiger counter. Within a few days, stores of radioactive carbon
had been routed from tree to tree. Every tree in a plot thirty metres square
was connected to the network; the oldest trees functioned as hubs, some
with as many as forty-seven connections. The diagram of the forest
network resembled an airline route map. The pattern of nutrient traffic
showed how ‘“mother trees” were using the network to nourish shaded
seedlings, including their offspring—which the trees can apparently
recognize as kin—until they’re tall enough to reach the light. And, in a
striking example of interspecies cooperation, Simard found that fir
trees were using the fungal web to trade nutrients with paper-bark
birch trees over the course of the season. The evergreen species will




tide over the deciduous one when it has sugars to spare, and then call
in the debt later in the season. For the forest community, the value of
this cooperative underground economy appears to be better over-all
health, more total photosynthesis, and greater resilience in the face of
disturbance. In his talk, Mancuso juxtaposed a slide of the nodes and links
in one of these subterranean forest networks with a diagram of the Internet,
and suggested that in some respects the former was superior. “Plants are
able to create scalable networks of self-maintaining, self-operating, and
self-repairing units,” he said. “Plants.”

Are there ways we can take inspiration from these texts about the Tree of
Life, and the real trees in our own lives? How might this change what you
think about when you sing Eitz Chaim in shul? What do you hope to learn
from Trees of Life in your own life?

Rachel Davidson




