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A lumberjack was once making his way through the trees, when he came upon a tree that started 

speaking. The tree pleaded with him to not be cut down, but the forester didn’t see any redeeming 

qualities in the tree that would justify leaving it up. “But sir”, said the tree, “I’m a talking tree!” 

“Don’t worry about that”, said the man, “I’ll still let you dialogue”. 

 

One of the more peculiar celebrations of the Jewish calendar is Tu B'Shvat. Rejoicing over the fruits 

and other produce with which Hashem blesses us is certainly important, but why do we do so in the 

winter? Anyone who’s looked outside in the last month -or in the next- would see that there’s not 

much to celebrate. What is the lesson of observing Tu B'shvat during the cold, hard winter months? 

 

In this past week’s Daf Yomi we’ve quoted many pesukim from this week’s Parsha. Much of the 

discussion in the last few days has revolved around the qualifications of those who can partake in 

the Korban Pesach. As per this week’s Parshah, individuals within each group have to be able to eat 

the meat, they must be tahor (“pure”- most of the time, at least), circumcised, and previously 

designated for that specific animal. Most of these conditions apply to other korbanot too, but the 

requirement to be circumcised is of particular relevance to the Korban Pesach. 

 

Rashi explains (and we reiterate at the Seder) that the Jewish people in Egypt were “naked” of all 

mitzvot (Commentary to 12:6, based on Yechezkel 16:6-8): “They do not have commandments to 

with which to involve themselves in order to [deserve] redemption… So He gave them two- the 

blood of circumcision and the blood of the Korban Pesach”. Not only were they bereft of mitzvot, 

but Rashi continues to say that Bnei Yisrael still possessed idols which they had to discard before 

bringing the Pesach offering. 

 

Later in the Parshah, Rashi (12:36) comments that Egypt was “emptied” of all its wealth. There’s a 

disagreement in the Gemara (Brachot 9b) whether Bnei Yisrael were forced to take it or the 

Egyptians were forced to give it up, but they were nonetheless cleared out of everything they had. 

This is strange, however, given a scene in next week’s Parshah. After the Splitting of the Sea, we’re 

told that Moshe Rabbeinu himself had to pull the Jews away from the shore because they were so 

busy collecting the Egyptian spoils that had washed up when they drowned (Rashi, quoting the 

Midrash Tanchuma, 15:22). So which one is it? Did they clean them out of house and home back in 

Egypt, or did they have some left for when they adorned their chariot to chase the Jews into the 

Sea? 

 

Some commentaries explain (see Maskil LeDovid, Be’er BaSadeh) that the Egyptians regained their 

wealth from other places. Maybe the Jews only cleaned out the homes of the common folk, but 

Par’oh and his army still retained everything they had. Alternatively, they attained this wealth from 



neighboring allies that joined forces with them to defeat the Jewish people. The Siftei Chachamim, 

however, explains that the Egyptians had hidden stashes of wealth, buried in the ground. On the 

surface, the Jews did clean out Egypt. But underneath, they still had plenty. 

 

The Jewish people, “naked” of mitzvot, were galvanized to fulfill the two opportunities of the 

Pesach and Brit Milah. The Egyptians, “empty” of all wealth, really had other possessions. In both 

cases, there wasn’t a complete lack, despite how bare the situation looked. In fact, that which was 

hidden from view proved more significant than usual. Rashi (15:22) says “greater were the spoils 

from the Sea than the spoils in Egypt''. Similarly, these two mitzvot that Bnei Yisrael performed 

when they were bereft of all others, are the only two positive commandments that now carry with 

them a punishment of Karet (being cut off from the Jewish people) if they remain unfulfilled. 

 

On Tu B'Shvat it is customary to celebrate the shivat haminim, the seven species of Israel (Devarim 

8:8). While wheat, barley, grapes, figs, olives and dates are relatively typical, edible foods to 

celebrate, the pomegranate seems to be the odd one out. With its hard shell on the outside and the 

porous and thick peel on the inside, one has to empty out the seeds from inside in order to eat 

them. In truth, though, the pomegranate may represent Tu B’Shvat more than the others.. 

 

The gemara in Brachot (57a) goes through each of the seven species (and more), and explains what 

the symbolism of each of them are, if one were to see them in a dream. As one would expect from 

the pomegranate, all of its symbolism is derived from the bountiful seeds which it houses. But as 

opposed to the other species, the gemara explains that for the pomegranate, the context matters: “If 

he is a Torah scholar, he should anticipate an increase in Torah knowledge… If he is an ignoramus, 

he should anticipate mitzvot, as the verse says, “Like a split pomegranate are your Temples 

(reikatech)” (Shir HaShirim 4:3). [Meaning], even the empty ones (reikanin) among you are full of 

mitzvot like a pomegranate”. While the outside of the pomegranate is smooth, dull, and hard, the 

inside is bursting with edible seeds. 

 

When we look outside in the winter, it certainly looks bleak. The trees are bare and all of our fruits 

must therefore be imported. The grass is yellow, and the mud seems to never go away. One possible 

message of Tu BeShvat is that we’re turning a corner. As the halfway point between the Fall and the 

Spring, we are now officially moving towards new vegetation. As the saying goes, a dog can only run 

halfway into the woods… the other way he’s running out. According to Rashi on the Gemara (Rosh 

Hashana 14b), however, our observance of Tu B’Shvat goes even “deeper”. Beneath the surface, 

inside of the soil, there are already sprouts taking root. While on the outside it looks empty and 

bare, there’s more to it than what meets the eye.  

 

In years like we’ve had, we have to keep in mind that our shuls are not “empty”, and our efforts are 

not futile. Despite the challenges, we’ve grown a lot. We may not have enjoyed the usual fruits of 

our labor, but there’s been plenty of growth happening within the soil. G-d willing, as we turn this 

corner, may Hashem bless us with the opportunity to see the flowering of the Spring time, and to 

finally reap the benefits of everything we’ve been planting beneath the surface.  

 

Happy Tu BeShvat and Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Rabbi Katz 


