L e s s o n 27:
Tu Beshvat
1. Outline:
a. A summary of the halachic roots and implications of Tu Beshvat.
b. The development of the mystic celebration of the day in 16th century
Safed.
c. Exploring the Zionist adaptation and interpretation of the day.
d. The evolving meaning of Tu Beshvat in Israel today.
2. Introduction:
Tu Beshvat is mentioned in the Mishna not as a holiday but as the cut off date
in determining tithes and orlah. (See lesson 9 on the mitzvot of the land of
Israel). Despite these humble beginnings the day has evolved into a holiday
commemorating our connection to the land of Israel and its natural bounty. In
this class we will trace the evolution of the day and the different meanings it
has acquired throughout the ages. We will try to understand the reasons
behind the significance each age chose to emphasize and how the different
interpretations reflect a changing connection to the land of Israel.
3. Goals:
a. To familiarize the students with the halachic relevance and recall the
connection between the land of Israel and the people of Israel signified
by the agricultural mitzvot.
b. To compare different interpretations and meanings given to Tu Beshvat
by different Jewish communities throughout Jewish history.
c. To explore the possible underlying influences and circumstances that
led to the development of new traditions on Tu Beshvat.
d. To understand how Tu Beshvat reflects changing attitudes toward the
land of Israel
e. To study how Tu Beshvat is celebrated today in the state of Israel and
the Diaspora and the implications of such celebrations regarding our
connection to the land of Israel.
4. Expanded Outline:
a. The Halachic Sources
i. On its most basic level Tu Beshvat simply means the 15th day of
the month of Shvat. "Tu" is formed from the letters tet and vav
which are equivalent to 15. This date is not mentioned in the
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Bible as a holiday and first appears in Tannaitic sources where its
significance is only as the cut off date in determining to which
year the fruit belongs. The Bible sets out a 7 year cycle in which
there are different tithes owed each of the first six years and the
seventh is shmitah. Since there are different recipients for the
various tithes (the Levite received every year but on the first,
third, fifth and sixth years there was a tithe given to the poor
also, and on the second and fourth years this second tithe was
designated for the owner’s personal use in Jerusalem), it is
necessary to know to which year each fruit belongs. The rabbis
established the 15th day of the Hebrew month Shvat (halfway
between Sukkot and Passover) as the relevant date. All fruit that
blossomed before this date belongs to the previous year. All fruit
that blossomed after it, to the next. There are sources that use Tu
Beshvat to determine which fruits are designated as produce of
the shmitah year and which grew after. The 15th of Shvat also
determines the age of a new tree in regards to the mitzvah of
orlah. Any tree planted before the 15th of Av enters its second
year the following Tu Beshvat. As such Tu Beshvat originally was
significant only as a technical date in determining the halachic
status of fruit grown in the land of Israel. (see source 1-3).
ii. The sages in the Talmud and the Midrash offer different
agricultural explanations of why this specific date was chosen.
They are connected with the annual rainfall in Israel. (see sources
4-5). It is interesting to note that the Zodiac sign for Shvat is
Aquarius – the water carrier - or in Jewish tradition D’li - a bucket
of water. The sages saw this as a reflection of the fact that Shvat
is the height of the rainy season in Israel.
iii. It is likely that the term “Rosh Hashanah” allowed for an analogy
between the trees’ new year and that of people and gave rise to
the legend that on Tu Beshvat a heavenly court judges the trees
and pronounces sentence, much the same as it does in regard to
humans on Rosh Hashanah [the first of Tishrei], when man's fate
is believed to be decided.
iv. Although Tu Beshvat is primarily a technical date, the day is
essentially connected with the land of Israel, its climate and
agriculture. It is this connection, between the mitzvot and the
agricultural reality of the land, symbolized by the 15th of Shvat,
that gave rise to the significance of Tu Beshvat in Jewish
consciousness.
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v. Suggestions for classroom activities and discussion:
 Studying the Mishna and suggesting other possible new years.
 A live reenactment of tithing a basket of fruit using either students
or dolls to represent the recipients.
 As an elementary school student in Toronto I was taught that even
though Tu Beshvat came out in the dead of winter when the only
thing growing on the trees was icicles, in Israel it was the beginning
of spring and everything was blooming. Living in Israel over the last
twenty years I have found this to be less than accurate. Tu Beshvat is
still in the dead of winter. It is cold and rainy. However in Israel
winter is the one season when everything is green. It is true that a
few trees have started budding, the most famous one being the
almond tree which has become a holiday icon. An interesting
discussion can focus on different perceptions of winter and spring in
different places in the world and how Jews connected to the
seasons of Israel no matter where they were in the world (e.g. the
prayer for rain on Shemini Atzeret).
b. The Mystical Development of Tu Beshvat
i. Paradoxically it was in the exile, after the date had lost all its
practical relevance, that Tu Beshvat developed into a special day
dedicated to the fruits of Israel and came to symbolize the
nation’s longing for the land. After the people was exiled from
the Land of Israel, the physical connection between man, trees
and the earth turned into one of consciousness. Hymns were
written in honor of the holiday and various traditions and
customs were set including eating fruits of the land. In the
European Diaspora dried fruit - the only fruits that are available
when the holiday occurs, at the end the European winter, were
symbolically eaten on the day. Nuts where also eaten, almonds
in particular. Being, traditionally, the tree to herald the spring,
the almond is the symbol of rebirth and purity. A modern
example of equating eating the fruits of Israel with longing for
the land can be found in Naomi Shemer’s song “The Fruits of
the15th of Shvat” (See source 6)
ii. It was predominantly the kabbalists in 16th centaury Safed, Rabbi
Isaac Luria and his disciples, who emphasized the custom of
eating fruit on the 15th of Shvat, as a symbol of man's
participation in the joy of the trees. The Kabbalists added to the
eating of fruit the notion of a Seder for the Fifteenth of Shvat,
celebrating the rebirth of trees. Their Seder, designed as a
parallel to the Passover Seder, was built around fruits and nuts
and cups of wine of different colors, which became for them
edible symbols of the mystical Four Worlds as well as invocations
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of God's Holy shefa, all of life's abundance. Sections from
mystical sources about nature and the land were studied (The
most popular being from Chemdat Hayamim; later the section
containing the “tikkun” for Tu Beshvat was published separately
as Pri Eitz Hadar. See source 7 for a small extract). Variations of
this custom spread to different communities throughout the
Jewish world. (See source 8 for links to “Seders” based on
mystical texts). Today the custom of having Tu Beshvat Seders
has resurfaced in Israel and the Diaspora. Different communities
and schools put together booklets of sources of their choice
adding songs, poems, rabbinic texts, dances and customs they
find meaningful and relevant.
iii. The mystical sources compiled for Tu Beshvat deal primarily with
Kabbalistic representations of the world, the inherent holiness of
the land of Israel, the seven species.
c. The Zionists and Tu Beshvat
i. When the Zionist pioneers started to settle in the land of Israel at
the end of the 19th century, Tu Beshvat took on a new and vital
significance. No longer a symbol of passive longing for the land,
the Zionists identified the date with the active redeeming,
replanting and cultivating the land that reflected their own
hopes and efforts. Amid afforestation activities Tu Beshvat
became a day of tree planting. The first to identify Tu Beshvat
with tree planting was the educator Ze`ev Ya'avets. In 1892 he
took his pupils to plant trees in Zichron Ya'acov.
ii. In 1908 the Jewish National Fund and Jewish education system
adopted the custom of school children and their teachers going
out to the fields and mountains to plant saplings. The planting of
trees was turned into a symbol of the participation of the
individual in the national project of redemption and rebuilding.
Biblical and Talmudic texts emphasizing the importance of tree
planting were quoted as the Zionists sought to connect their
new custom of tree planting with the tradition of celebrating Tu
Beshvat. For example, the Knesset website, when describing the
pioneers’ tradition of tree planting, explains that it was a symbol
of national redemption “as in the olden days when Rabbi
Yohanan Ben Zakai said: "If you have a sapling in your hand and are
told that the Messiah has arrived - plant the sapling and then go to
greet him." (Avoth DeRabbi Nathan' b' ch.31). (see source 9)
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iii. By 1913, the tradition was so well established that the Israel
Teacher's Association, along with 1500 Jewish students, traveled
to the Jewish colony of Motza, three miles west of Jerusalem,
where the students planted trees and exchanged fruits with
each other. This Jewish Arbor Day was further cultivated by the
Jewish National Fund in an effort to combat the deadly disease
of malaria in the swamplands of the Hula Valley (see source 10)
by planting eucalyptus trees. Such campaigns succeeded in
establishing Tu Beshvat as a holiday that embodied the very
essence of the Zionist enterprise (see source 11).
iv. As such the date was also chosen as an inaugural date by various
institutions since it was perceived as the day which symbolized
the renewed ties between the Jewish people and its land. The
cornerstone of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem was laid in
1918; the Technion in Haifa in 1925; The Knesset - the Parliament
of Israel in 1949. (See source 12)
v. This emphasis on tree planting continues until today in Israel, but
as time went on and Zionist ideals of “redeeming the Land” began
to loosen their hold on the national psyche the day has once again
taken on new shades of meaning.
d. Tu Beshvat in Israel Today
i. As the new state grew and became more and more urbanized
the tradition of planting trees became a symbolic activity rather
than one that was actually needed, as it had been in the early
Zionists’ day. As tree planting became less relevant Tu Beshvat
began to encompass broader themes including a general
appreciation of nature, ecology and conservation. (see source
13)
ii. In the last decade the custom of having a Seder Tu Beshvat has
become popular. No longer necessarily based on Kabbalistic
texts, different communities have adapted and designed their
own version of the Tu Beshvat “seder” choosing songs, texts,
themes and customs that they find relevant and meaningful.
(see source 14)
iii. In recent years, in reaction to the “greening “ of Tu Beshvat,
Religious Zionist rabbis have started speaking about how Tu
Beshvat is losing its meaning and the need to return to the “true
meaning” of the day. They suggest that the day should also
include studying of the agricultural mitzvot - both the laws and
their significance - as an expression of the Jewish people’s
connection to the land. Is this a closing of the circle? (see source
15)
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Conclusion and Questions for Discussion:
The changing character of Tu Beshvat reflects the changing circumstances of the
Jewish people, their perception of the land of Israel and their relationship to it. How
do you think the holiday will continue to evolve? Are any interpretations more
“authentic” than others? What texts and customs would you include in your Tu
Beshvat Seder?
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Sources
1. Mishna Rosh Hashanah Chapter 1 Mishna 1:
"There are four New Year days:





The first of Nissan, the New Year for kings and the festivals;
The first of Elul, the New Year for the tithing of animals;
The first of Tishrei, the New Year for the counting of years, the Sabbatical year
(shemitah), and the Jubilee, and planting and vegetation; and
The first of Shvat, the New Year for Trees - according to the followers of Shammai.
Those who follow Hillel say (and we abide by this ruling): it is on the fifteenth of
Shvat."

2. Tosefta Shvee’it 4/13:
“All trees that blossomed before the 15th day of Shvat – they are of the previous
year; after the 15th of Shvat they are of the next year.”
3. Babylonian Talmud , Tractate Rosh Hashanah 14b:
"If one picked fruit from an etrog tree on the eve of the 15th of Shevat before the
sun went down, and he then picked more of its fruit after the sun went down, we
may not separate the tithes from one batch for the other... either from the new
crop for the old or from the old crop for the new one..."
4. Babylonian Talmud Tractate Rosh Hashanah 14a:
“Rabbi Eliezer says in the name of rabbi Oshiya: Since most of the rains for the year
have fallen (the Rabbi’s chose the 15th of Shvat)
Rashi explains: Since most of the rains have fallen the sap has started running in
the trees and fruits have begun to blossom.
5. Jerusalem Talmud, tractate Rosh Hashanah Chapter one Halacha 2:
“Rabbi Zeira says “until now (the 15th of Shvat) the trees lived off the rains of the
previous year from now on they live off the rains of the next year.”
6. שלג על עירי כל הלילה נח
אל ארצות החום אהובי הלך
שלג על עירי והלילה קר
מארצות החום לי יביא תמר
דבש התאנה מתק החרוב
אורכת גמלים עמוסים כל טוב
ומשם ישיב שמש ללבי
ומשם תפוח זהב יביא
שלג על עירי שלג על פני ובתוך הפרי כל געגועי
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Snow is falling on my city through the night,
My beloved is in warmer lands.
Snow is falling and the night is cold,
From the warmer lands he will bring me a date.
Honey of figs and sweetness of carobs,
Caravans of camels loaded with goods,
From there the sun will return to my heart
And bring me a golden fruit.
Snow on my city and on my face,
And all my longings are embodied in this fruit.
To hear the song open by title  שלג על עיריat:
http://shironet.gpg.nrg.co.il/homepage.aspx?homep=1
7. From Chemdat Yamim, a kabbalistic text on the holiday

“On this day the earth in Eretz Yisrael renews its ability to produce grain, to bear
fruit, to flow in oil and honey. It is a day of great joy for all of Am Yisrael. On this day
Am Yisrael eat the fruit of the land and enjoy its bounty, blessing He who gave
them this “Eretz Chemda”- beloved land - and they pray to go up to the land and
rejoice in its rebuilding.”
“May it be Your will, O Lord our G-d and G-d of our ancestors, by virtue of
the fruits which we shall now eat and over which we will make blessings,
that You abundantly bestow on the fruit trees Your grace, blessing, and
favor. May the angels appointed to rule over the fruit trees be strengthened
by Your glorious grace, causing the trees to sprout and grow once again,
from the beginning to the end of the year, for good and for blessing, for
good life and for peace. And let us say: Amen.”
8. http://hillel.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Tu_Bishvat/TO_Tu_Beliefs/Kabbalah_
365.htm
http://www.shemayisrael.co.il/tubishvat/index1.htm
www.aish.com/holidays/tu_bshvat/last/seder1.htm

http://www.aish.com/tubshvat/tubshvatcustoms/Kabbalistic_Tu_Bshvat_Seder.as
p
orld.std.com/~muffin/design/judaica/tubshvat.pdf

9. Another example of tying Biblical texts with tree planting is the popular song Ki
Tavo’u el Haaretz which is based on the Biblical verse in Leviticus 19/23:
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כי תבאו אל הארץ ונטעתם
כל עץ מאכל
ונתן העץ פריו
והארץ יבולה
, עת לנטוע אילנות
עת לנטוע ולבנות

Ki Tavo’u el Haaretz ue netatem
kol Eitz Maachal
Venatan haEitz Priyo
VeHaaretz yevulah
Eit lentoa ilanot

Eit lentoa ve livnot
And when you come to the land you shall plant fruit trees
And the trees shall give their fruit and the land its produce
A time to plant trees
A time to plant and build
10. The history of the Hula Valley provides an interesting example of the changing
attitude in Israel toward the land and its development that have also effected
Israeli perception of Tu Beshvat. The draining of the hula swamp was seen as one
of the major accomplishments of the State. The main aims of the drainage plan
were to eradicate malaria and to convert the swamp into arable land. The project
became the standard bearer of the entire Zionist movement to resettle the land
and re-establish the Jewish National Home in the Holy Land. The project was only
partially successful. The environment was negatively impacted. The quality of the
soil deteriorated and eventually the quality of water in Lake Kinneret was
threatened. In the early 90’s the decision was taken to partially reflood the Hula
valley. The aim of re-flooding was to rehabilitate the diverse wetland ecology and
create an area attractive to eco-tourism (the Hula Valley is on the main migration
route of birds between Africa and Europe), as well as to create a clear water body,
to help clean the water flow to the Lake of Kinneret. Where once clearing the land
and developing agriculture were the ideals today ecology, environment and
developing tourism have become important in determining Israel’s decisions in
land use and development.
See : www.migal-life.co.il/history.htm
11. For example, the prominent historian and educator, Joseph Klausner, wrote in
1920:
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[Tu Beshvat] is a reminder to us that we will not leave father nature and mother
earth; that the land is holy in the most exalted religious national sanctity; …that
the people and the tree will be bound together and will not be separated, on the
good land that was given to our ancestors and to us to eat of its fruit and to be
satisfied with its plenty – and in the end, that as long as we have a closeness and
sensitivity to nature as expressed in the holiday of Tu Beshvat, we will be rooted in
the soil and all the evil winds that blow on us from all sides will not move us from
our place. Let this minor holiday arouse in us the desire to be rooted in our land
like a green tree in the earth of its orchard… and then the spring will come also for
us, then a new year will begin for us as for the trees in our beloved land, after the
cold winter of exile.
12. http://www.knesset.gov.il/tubishvat/ebday.htm
13. From the JNF site:
http://www.jnf.org/site/PageServer?pagename=CR_tu_bshevat_2004
“Tu Beshvat - the New Year for Trees - is a time when trees start drinking the New
Year's rainwater and the sun renews itself. As the Jewish Arbor Day, Tu Beshvat
embodies the strong dedication to ecology, environmentalism and conservation
that Jewish National Fund has championed since its inception in 1901….
"Tu Beshvat reminds us that no matter what happens, we all have to share this
planet and care for it," said Russell F. Robinson, CEO of Jewish National Fund. "Over
the years, Tu Beshvat has taken on the theme of planting trees in Israel, making it
JNF's holiday," he added. "Perhaps no other organization is as strongly associated
with a holiday as JNF is with Tu Beshvat."
Since its founding, JNF has planted more than 240 million trees in Israel to protect
the land, prevent soil erosion, green the landscape and preserve vital ecosystems.
The trees maintain forest health, combat desertification, protect watersheds and
manage water flow. Additionally, they create a ‘green lung' to combat carbon
dioxide emissions in the region. JNF's success at planting trees in Israel has
resulted in naturally expanded forests and reclaimed deserts.
During the early pioneer movement in late 18th and early 19th century Palestine,
Jewish pioneers linked the environmentalism of Tu Beshvat with the practice of
planting trees in the land of Israel. In recent years, Jewish environmentalists
adopted Tu Beshvat as a "Jewish Earth Day," with organized Seders, tree-plantings
and ecological restoration activities, as a way to express a specifically Jewish
commitment to caring for nature and protecting the land…..
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In Israel, Tu Beshvat is a time for families to get together, visit forests and plant
trees. A 2002 poll showed that 93% of Israelis believe that Tu Beshvat tree
plantings are essential to enlarging the country's green belts. More than two
million trees are planted annually in Israel during Tu Beshvat alone.
Or: http://www.jnf.org/site/PageServer?pagename=Celebrate_Tu_BShevat
On Tu Beshvat we celebrate the New Year for the trees. We eat the wonderful fruits
that grow in Israel and we pray for a fruitful and bountiful year. As Jews we have
two homes - Israel and planet Earth, and we are responsible for each. Join over
250,000 other students like yourself and celebrate your relationship with both by
planting trees in Israel. Trees help Israel's environment by providing green spaces
throughout the country. They make the land beautiful, prevent soil erosion, and
produce oxygen.
14. Some examples of modern “Haggadot” or “Tikkun” for Tu Beshvat:


A version of a "Ma Nishtana" (the Four Questions) for Tu Beshvat composed by
Nogah Hareuveni of Neot Kedumim (1979):

"Why is the seder of the night of Tu Beshvat different from the seder of the night of
Passover ?
Because at the Passover seder we eat Matzot (unleavened bread), on this night:
only fruit.
At the Passover seder we drink wine of any color, on this night: white and red wine.
At the Passover seder we tell of the exodus from Egypt, on this night: we speak of
the fruits of the trees".


In his "Seder Chamisha Asar Beshvat" (Seder of the Fifteenth Day of Shvat),
Rabbi Y. Ariel, of Yeshivat Yamit (Neve Dekalim, 1988) gave symbols to the
seder of Tu Beshvat along the lines of Kadesh U-rehatz of Passover:

"Reading, washing, blessing, eating,
The olive, the date and the vine
One should eat and drink the wine;
Pour the wine well; eat a nut from its shell;
With pomegranates and figs from their trees to eat
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Our seven kinds of fruit are complete;
End with an apple and new wine to give praise;
In song and prayer each voice to raise
And blessing upon G-d we call
Other “haggadot”:





http://learn.jtsa.edu/topics/kids/together/tubshevat/ (from the JTS site)
http://sixthirteen.org/images/tubishvat/haggadah5763.pdf (an Orthodox site)
http://www.mosaicoutdoor.org/form-files/Tu-B-Shvat_Seder.pdf
http://www.coejl.org/tubshvat/documents/tub_haggadah.php (from the
Coalition of Environment and Jewish life: COEJL is the leading Jewish
environmental organization in the United States.)

15. From: http://www.kipa.co.il/jew/show.asp?id=3475
Rabbi Yuval Sherlo- Rosh Yashiva of the Hesder Yeshiva in Petach Tikva and a member
of Rabbanei Tzohar
“Tu Beshvat is an essentially a significant date in halacha.… important for establishing
the halachic status of the fruit….This is the original significance of the date. The world
of halacha created this date…not the Keren Kayemet [JNF].
Therefore it is incumbent on us to do two things. Firstly to bring back, at least for
ourselves, the original significance of the day. This is done by studying the laws
pertaining to the day (the laws of orlah, tithes, etc.) on Tu Beshvat as well as laws
concerning the holiness of the land in connection with the mitzvot, the different
categories of holiness, their definitions and relevance. This way we can educate our
children and accustom them to connect to the original meaning of the day and not its
adopted one.
Once we know the original meaning of the day we can join in the planting and
enjoy…..This way we tie its essential roots with today’s reality... (my translation).
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כך גם אירע לט"ו בשבט .ביסודו של דבר זהו יום הלכתי ,בו משתנה מעמדו ההלכתי של האילן.
ביום זה שנת הערלה מתחלפת ,ואם ניטע לפני ט"ו באב שנתיים וחצי לפני יום זה ,הוא נכנס
לשנתו הרביעית ומקבל דין נטע רבעי; ביום זה נקבע מעמדם ההלכתי של הפירות ,ואם חנטו
לפני ט"ו בשבט הם מקבלים את מעמד השנה הקודמת לעניין ההבחנה בין מעשר שני למעשר
עני; לפי חלק מהמקורות עד יום זה חלה על הפירות קדושת שביעית ,ואף אם חנטו בשנה
השמינית לפני ט"ו בשבט הם מקודשים בקדושת פירות שביעית – זו המשמעות המקורית של
ט"ו בשבט .עולמה של ההלכה הוא שיצר יום זה ,ומשמעותו נקבעת לפי עקרונות ההלכה ,ולא
לפי יסודות הקרן הקיימת לישראל.
לפיכך ,מוטל עלינו לעשות שני דברים .ראשון בהם הוא להשיב ,לפחות לעצמנו ,את משמעותו
המקורית של יום זה .השבה זו נעשית על ידי לימוד עצמי של הלכות חג בחג )לאמור :לימוד דיני
ערלה ורבעי ,תרומות ומעשרות( ביום זה ,ולימוד קדושתה של ארץ ישראל לעניין המצוות ,כגון
יסוד סוגיית קדושה ראשונה וקדושת שניה ,והצורך ב"רוב יושביה עליה" לגבי דינים שונים .לאחר
מכן אנו יכולים לחנך את ילדינו להתרגל להתקשר לדברים לאור המשמעות המקורית שלהם ,ולא
לאור המרתם.
לאחר שהכתרנו את המשמעות האמיתית והשבנו את ט"ו בשבט למקורו ,אנו יכולים להצטרף
לנטיעות ולשמוח בהן ,שהרי אין דבר רע בנטיעת ארץ ישראל ,ואין דבר פסול בחגיגת
ההתקשרות המחודשת לארץ זו ,אם היא באה מקדושת הארץ ומההתיישבות בה .כך אנו
קושרים את שורשינו המהותיים עם המציאות של ימינו ,ומשיבים לב אבות על בנים ולב בנים על
אבותם.
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