Weekly Jewish Wisdom

Save the Trees

By Dr. Erica Brown

“When a tree that bears fruit is cut down, its moan goes from 

one end of the world to the other, yet no sound is heard.”

Pirkei de-R. Elazar 34

            Tu Bshvat, the fifteenth day of the month of Shvat is a very ancient day of designation in the Jewish calendar and is discussed in the Mishna and Talmud as a tax day to measure the new year for trees in an agricultural setting. In the sixteenth century, mystics in the old city of Sefad developed a Seder for the day and even their own Haggadah to celebrate the flora and fauna of the country and to remind people that our ancient connections to the land need to be revivified. The primal love and attachment that we have to the Land of Israel never wavers, even in the Diaspora. 

            The mystics who developed this ritual understood the importance of gathering fruit, reading psalms and other passages that praise the land and saying blessings over new fruit that mark an experience of taste and appreciation. A new fruit according to Jewish law is any fruit that you have not consumed in thirty days. In other words, newness is a relative term, and the blessing offers us a moment of pause to celebrate the natural world and the benefits we receive from it. 

The Tosefta Berakhot 6:4, an ancient rabbinic text, comments that, “At the sight of beautiful people and beautiful trees, you should say, “Blessed be He who has created beautiful creatures.” Trees do not only provide us with nutritional benefits. They also offer aesthetic repose, and again, we need to take the time to fully appreciate their majesty.

 Tu Bshvat is a great time to consider that majesty, and you can find sources on making your own Tu Bshvat Seder on the web. In the Neot Kedumim (Biblical Gardens of Israel) Haggadah, they recommend having four cups of wine or grape juice, each of a different color. Red representing the richness of summer growth and white for winter. Fall and spring are toasted with red with a drop of the white of winter and white with the drop of the approaching summer. 

Another aspect of this contemporary Arbor Day, as it is celebrated in Israel today, is the opportunity to consider the importance of preserving and being responsible custodians of the earth. In a striking line from another ancient rabbinic text, we find the following haunting observation: “When a tree that bears fruit is cut down, its moan goes from one end of the world to the other, yet no sound is heard” (Pirkei de-R. Elazar 34). We may not hear the pain of trees, but we will all feel it in a world where we, the caretakers of the earth, do not nurture and care for it appropriately.
It is time to hear the moan of the trees when we make more copies than we need at the photocopy machine or fail to recycle newspapers. We need to hear that moan as a reminder that we are the stewards of the world. God gave Adam and Eve and all of humanity in their wake, the job of “working and watching” the garden. Tu Bshvat is a great way to begin that process whereby we give the physical world around us a little more love and affection. 
Shabbat Shalom
