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By Sarede Rachel Switzer

The Jewish holiday of Tu B’Shvat, aka the New Year for the Trees, fell on February 12
and 13 this year (in Judaism, the day begins in the evening and ends at nightfall). This
relatively minor holiday is actually fairly profound, as I hope to convey in this article.

The main custom of the day is to eat a variety of fruits, especially those for which the
Land of Israel is praised, namely: grapes, olives, dates, figs and pomegranates. I am
happy that the Coop carries all of these items, which made my observance of this holi-
day extra convenient and special.
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The first mention of Tu B’Shvat is in the Mishnah, the ancient codification of Jewish
law. In the times of the Holy Temple, Tu B’Shvat served as an annual demarcation to
calculate the agricultural cycle of taking tithes from the produce of trees which were
brought as first fruit offerings to the Temple in Jerusalem.

TU B’SHVAT PROVIDES AN OPPORTUNITY TO FOCUS ON ENVIRONMENTALISM, AND
FEEL A SENSE OF GRATITUDE FOR TREES AND TO CULTIVATE AN AWARENESS OF
HOW DEPENDENT WE ARE UPON THEM.

Jewish mystics have historically felt a special affinity towards this holiday, and secular
Zionists later adopted it as a way of establishing a connection to the Land of Israel de-
void of anything too overtly religious. Jewish Coop members such as myself have fond
recollections of participating in campaigns to plant trees for the Land of Israel when
we were younger. 

The mental, emotional and even spiritual benefits of gardening have been well docu-
mented and likely experienced by many within our Coop community. Jewish mystical
teachings explain that this is due to gardening’s close resemblance to creation ex ni-
hilo (the uniquely G-dly ability to create something from nothing).

While our perceived experience is that a tree sprouts naturally and causally from a
seed planted in the ground, according to the mystics, this is not so. The Kabbalah
teaches that Earth contains a spiritual power of growth, activated not when the seed
is planted, but rather when it disintegrates into the ground. So, in actuality, the tree
sprouts from “nothingness,” via the power of growth within the earth.

Another mystical teaching is that “Man is a Small World”: Every person is a micro-
cosm of the Earth, possessing elements of the four orders of creation (Inanimate, Veg-
etative, Animal and Human). Interestingly, it was the vegetative order that Talmudic
scholars emphasized, as per the quote from the Jewish bible, the Tanakh: “For man is



a tree in the field” (Deuteronomy 20:19). For, throughout our lives, we also grow—de-
veloping and refining our character traits—through ridding ourselves of ego (not un-
like the seed disintegrating into the ground).

On a macrocosmic level, Tu B’Shvat provides an opportunity to focus on environmen-
talism and feel a sense of gratitude for trees and to cultivate an awareness of how de-
pendent we are upon them.

I hope these ideas provide some food for thought (no pun intended!) as you enjoy all
of the delicious fruits, vegetables, herbs, teas and spices we are privy to at our Coop.

Happy Tu B’Shvat!
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By Jesse Rosenfeld

Worse than rigid in their scope and doctrine  
I’m here to reveal, not to mock them, 
Their horror that someone else somewhere disagrees. 
Human rights for them but none for thee? 
Where to start? What else to say 
About these Puritans and their morality play? 

We see them hiding behind each others’ backs  
Laughing behind each others’ masks  



Where knowledge is found only in emotion.    
Knee-jerks force pretzel-logic contortions,  
Feigning wisdom beyond their years.  
So easy scorning others’ fears.   

Leaping parrots who’ve here reached little  
But a shoulder’s height upon giants.  
Hiding their face and venting spittle.  
Thrilled, imagining they are lions,  
They snatch what they can get.  
So easy claiming another’s sweat.  

They absolve themselves, all clean hands and smiles.  
Such virtue, removed at miles.  
For if someone dies at least  
They are committed to mouthing peace.  
Standing by, pious, ‘terrorist’ is not their life.  
So easy claiming ‘non-violence’ behind another’s knife.   

With phantom funds to pay for treats  
Paid through credit is their Beggar’s Ball  
While we watch our storehouses deplete.  
Hire them while they still know it all.  
They recline, a fellow’s privations are funny.  
So easy spending others’ money.  



History beaten into crowbars they howl for division,  
Cooperation cancelled from their social justice mission.  
Bellies full, anonymous with masks.  
Ever so oppressed they grind their axe.  
Fickle friends to the poor, (or lupine guards for sheep), 
Citing law only when it guards their sleep.   

“J’ accuse!” weeping about imperialism. Forgive them their surrealism  
They, unwitting preachers for slave-holding liars,
Condemning others’ burns while they stoke their fire.   
They imagine themselves hellions and play at rebellion.  
Window-dressing demands for democracy   
Disguising campaigns for global theocracy. 

But why not set the example? Why not lead the pack?  
Leave the country? Give their own land back? 
No! No no, please! Not their home!
Better to deflect, to distract, to point at their cellphone,  
To quote the Leni Lenape, or model the Fenian.  
Safer to leave fighting to the last Palestinian.    
What siren draws these privileged to stand?  
So easy crying “Genocide!” and dancing on stolen Brooklyn land.   
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By Hélène Filion Onserud

As a social worker living and working in Sunset Park for over 30 years, I have seen the
heavy burden that utilities costs lay on a low-income neighborhood. And I know how
limited the future is for today’s young people and that it can only become grimmer
for future generations as the climate becomes increasingly unstable. To do my part to
combat this growing crisis, I have volunteered with the No North Brooklyn Pipeline Al-
liance for the past three years. The site of that pipeline is not close to Sunset Park.
Still, I decided to join the Alliance because of its phenomenal work in fighting the cli-
mate crisis, more specifically in its work to rid our city of so-called “natural” gas.
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National Grid, the gas utility serving Brooklyn, parts of Queens, Staten Island and
Long Island, is a privately owned company based in the United Kingdom. The New
York State Public Service Commission (the PSC) recently granted it permission to
raise our rates, so it could pour five BILLION dollars into the gas system that brings
toxins into our homes, exacerbates the climate crisis and forces us to pay to sustain
an antiquated energy system.

We are captive rate payers. An average gas customer saw an increase in our gas bills
of over $30 a month, starting this past September, then incrementally climbing to
$67 by the end of three years. This is great for National Grid’s investors but a terrible
blow for the rest of us. Not only is it an economic hardship, but it’s also an environ-
mental disaster, with a significant increase in emissions from fracking, transportation
and leaking of this gas—mostly methane, a potent greenhouse gas.

As we have seen increasingly over the last few years, the climate crisis is rapidly ac-
celerating. Decades into the crisis, there is finally global recognition that the catastro-
phe is happening now! So, we urgently need to move away from extracting and burn-
ing fossil fuels and invest in renewable energy and distributed heat and cooling. It is
possible to do it with thermal energy networks, solar and wind technologies, better
storage and greater efficiency.

But in the face of this, National Grid is an expert at greenwashing, a tactic used to
fool the public into believing that its infrastructure projects are needed. They use the
threat of potential safety and reliability failures to claim a never-ending need for gas
in the future. And we end up paying for infrastructure that will soon become obsolete.
Since the utility can only make a profit when it builds or rebuilds infrastruc-
ture—rather than on the gas itself—the incentive is great to continue doing business
as usual.

Gas emissions, a byproduct of National Grid’s operations, create significant health im-
pacts in the form of indoor and outdoor pollution. According to MIT, emissions from
buildings contribute 37 percent of premature deaths from air pollution, more than



transport, industry and power generation. This affects us all, but it disproportionately
affects people in disadvantaged communities, especially communities of color, be-
cause pipelines are disproportionately routed through those neighborhoods. The
health of our community is at stake, and we must act now to protect it.

What can we do about this?

The Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act (CLCPA), which became law in
2019, is one of the most ambitious climate laws in the United States. Its main targets
are reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 40% by 2030 and 85% by 2050. However,
other legislation is needed to ensure we reach those targets.

One of the most powerful bills in the Legislature is the New York Home Energy Afford-
able Transition or NY HEAT Act. It would give the PSC the power to deny inves-
tor-owned utilities such as National Grid these exorbitant and unfair rate increases.
One of its provisions is to limit utility bill costs to 6% of our household income. Of
course, fierce opposition from the gas industry has impeded the passage of that bill
despite huge efforts by environmental organizations, activists and many elected offi-
cials. But the bill is being reintroduced in this session.

We must stop National Grid’s attempt to continue rebuilding fracked gas infrastruc-
ture while trying to convince the public that it is needed. We must especially target
the key decision-makers, Assembly Speaker Carl Heastie (718-654-6539) and Gover-
nor Kathy Hochul (518-474-8390), and demand the passage of the NY HEAT Act. Our
health and the future of our children depend on this!

Hélène Filion Onserud​ is a 38-year resident of Sunset Park, former deputy director at
Center for Family Life in Sunset Park, and a current board member and Committee
Chair of the Climate and Ecological Justice Committee of the International Association
for Social Work with Groups.


