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Cherie Karo Schwartz is a Jewish 
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from Denver, CO. She has attended 
38 CAJE/NewCAJE conferences, 
sharing stories, teaching, and 
performing across the country. 
Cherie has authored three Jewish 
books: My Lucky Dreidel, co-
authored with Barbara Rush; The 
Kids’ Catalog of Passover; and 
Circle Spinning: Jewish Turning and 
Returning Tales. Cherie has created 
Omanim b’Yachad (Artists Together), 
Colorado’s MiniCAJE, and this year 
she founded the Jewish Storytelling 
Initiative for NewCAJE 11. 
schwartstory@earthlink.net

Interweaving Tu bi-Shevat: 
The Gift of an Interfaith Seder

Iadmit that I have diverse memories of Tu bi-Shevat. When I was in “Sunday School” at 
my synagogue when I was young, we would proudly place our dimes into the slots on an 
individual cardboard tree. When we filled it up, that meant we had enough money for a 

tree in Israel for Tu bi-Shevat, and we got a little letter saying that we had contributed to the 
Land of Israel. 

On Tu bi-Shevat we were given an orange; some almonds; and a dark, almost black, piece of 
carob in a paper bag for the holiday, and we were required to eat it all. I loved almonds and 
oranges, but carob? I could barely take a bite! We were told that we were eating from a tree 
that grows in our country, Israel. Yet how could it be bitter?

That was my complete experience with Tu bi-Shevat until I entered Colorado College. With 
friends, I built the first sukkah on the campus and had the first (vegetarian) Pesach seder.  
Some non-Jewish friends were invited to celebrate both holidays with us. On Tu bi-Shevat, 
we ate fruits and nuts that were grown in Israel and talked about how each represented a 
quality found in people. I was vaguely aware of a possible connection to 16th century Tzfat 
through Rabbi Yosef Karo, who lived in the place where the seder was developed. To my 
college-educated mind, this was a real connection to the holiday and Israel.

Yet, as an adult, I became more and more fascinated with Tu bi-Shevat, coming in our winter 
months, yet during Israel’s spring. I could imagine the scent of almond blossoms. 
 
Interestingly enough, as a Jewish storyteller and educator, I was hired by the synagogue I 
had just joined to create a Tu bi-Shevat seder for their school. I “borrowed” from several 
Tu bi-Shevat seder outlines I had been given as models (they all had borrowed quotes and 
activities from each other). I added in storytelling and plays for each grade level for the small 
religious school. The school was delighted with the interactive elements of the seder.

Time passed. I created several Tu bi-Shevat sedarim, including ones for the whole Jewish 
community at our JCC, a community Tu bi-Shevat seder at our Botanic Gardens (we got many 
questions and interest from non-Jewish people there!), and more.

CREATING AN INTERFAITH TU BI-SHEVAT SEDER

Then, a few years later, my former congregation wanted to find a way to thank the church 
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where we hold High Holiday services for allowing us to use 
their space. I suggested what seemed like a good alliance: 
present an interactive, multi-arts Tu bi-Shevat seder at the 
church, with everyone from both congregations invited. 
It would be a memorable evening of entertainment, 
community-building, and education.
 

There were a number of factors involved in our decision to 
create an interfaith Tu bi-Shevat seder. There is a common 
goal: caring for our world, a law from God since the time of 
Adam. Environmental awareness, sustainability, water issues, 
and sharing the abundance of the earth: we have all of these 
modern concerns in common. 
 
After our initial contact and their enthusiastic response, I met 
with our rabbi and another staff person at our synagogue 
to see what parts of a Tu bi-Shevat seder would be most 
appealing and mutually interesting to both groups in order 
to create a full and engaged community of participants. We 
compiled a working Haggadah using many sources, including 
some of my Tu bi-Shevat sedarim. We included foods, rituals, 
storytelling, music, and visual arts. 
 
We then met with the pastor of the church and another staff 
member there, sending them the Haggadah beforehand 
so that they could see what we were proposing. They came 
to the meeting with open hearts, good questions, and very 
positive comments. Incorporating their ideas and their 
further Biblical text and music ideas, we quickly put together 
the Haggadah, cover design, and postcard/email blast to 
announce the event.

More than 150 people attended our combined community 
event. A team of workers from both houses of worship  
prepared the platters of traditional foods, unique decorations, 
and table settings, complete with seder plates, leaves, quotes, 
and activity table toppers. People were greeted at the church 
with music played by our syngagogue musicians and their 
musical Pastor. There was a colorful display of spring elements 
filling the round tables. Central in the room was a large empty 
“tree.”

Here are some of the highlights of our Interfaith Tu bi-Shevat 
seder, beyond the “usual” meanings of prayers for and tasting 
of the fruits, nuts and juices, and the music:
w We began with a prayer. (We introduced She-he-kheyanu in  

   both Hebrew and English to mark the time as sacred.
w We made strong connections to the natural world and to  
   Israel, our common themes: “As we taste the foods, drink  
   the juices, pray together, sing together, and share stories,  
   let us celebrate renewal in the natural world and in our own  
   lives.”
w We used Biblical quotes in Hebrew and English to set the  
   tone and enhance learning. 
w We placed leaves on the table with quotes about nature  
   and trees in order to encourage discussions. 
w We had each person fill in an outline of a tree with words  
   from their own lives: 

ROOTS: our ancestors
TRUNK: those who uphold us in our lives
BRANCHES: directions we have gone in our lives
LEAVES AND FLOWERS: accomplishments based  

       upon those before us
w I told stories by Rebbe Nachman about nature, plus  
    midrashim about Miriam’s Well, Honi, and other stories,  
    interspersed throughout the seder.  

Toward the end of the seder, we did a special project. I 
pointed out the empty tree standing in the center of the 
space. At each person’s place was a cut-out, hand-sized green 
leaf. I asked everyone to think of a wish they could make for 
the Earth. How can we help make the Earth a cleaner, safer, 
more peaceful place? How can we help restore the balance 
of the world? Each person thought and then drew and wrote 
their wishes on their leaves. Then, as they finished, they 
attached their leaves to the tree, watching it grow and bloom 
with our wishes. We ended by asking them all to come up and 
read some of these beautiful wishes. We reminded them not 
only to make wishes, but also to take action to help the Earth 
and all that live in and dwell upon her. After a final common 
prayer, we sang “Oseh Shalom” together in a huge circle.  

We received letters of great appreciation from the church 
members. And we did a communal seder again the next year. 
 
This was truly a community-building project, using the 
wisdom of the past, new views, and an open-hearted sharing 
of ideas and ideals from our common ancestry in Judaism. 
Try creating an interfaith Tu bi-Shevat seder for your own 
community. 


