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When was the last time you celebrated Tu B’shvat? If you’re like me, your most recent 

Tu B’shvat celebration probably happened when you were about seven years old. I don’t 

know historically if this was always the case, but in our generation, Tu B’shvat has 

become a children’s holiday. Perhaps there are a few among us who participate in a Tu 

B’shvat seder or at least make a point of eating some dried fruit to mark the day. But by 

and large we’ve bequeathed this day to our children. On one level, it’s a little sad - 

because there’s a message in the day that’s relevant to all of us. But perhaps it shouldn’t 

surprise us either. In a way, it’s most fitting that those who celebrate this day most 

fervently are the ones who embody its theme. It’s a day that’s all about potential, that’s 

all about the future. 

 

We all know the famous gemara about Choni Hamagil. He met a young man on the road 

one day planting a carob tree. Choni asked the man how long it would take for the tree to 

mature and bear fruit. “It could take as long as seventy years,” the man said. So Choni 

asked him how he could be sure that he would be around to enjoy the fruits of his labor.  

“When I came into this world,” the man said, “I found a carob tree that others had planted 

for me. The tree I plant today I plant for my children.”  

 

The message of Tu B’shvat – the message of the day on which we celebrate the new year 

of trees – is a message about the power of incrementalism. Slowly, over time, with 

enough planning and enough vision, it’s possible to create a brighter future – or at the 

very least – a future that contains one more carob tree.  

 

But it’s not every year that Tu B’shvat falls out on Shabbos. And it’s not every year that 

it falls out on this Shabbos – Shabbos Shira – the Shabbos when we read פרשת בלשח.  

 

When it does, it creates a fascinating juxtaposition. Because lurking beneath the surface 

of our parsha is actually a message the runs exactly counter to the meaning of Tu 

B’shvat.  

 

It goes back to a place called Marah. It’s a mysterious and enigmatic episode. Three days 

have passed since the great miracles of Yam Suf. The Jewish people are wandering in the 

wilderness. The only water they can find is too bitter for them to drink. Moshe takes a 

piece of wood and tosses it into a pool. Miraculously, the water becomes sweet enough to 

imbibe and the people are saved.  

 

But the story doesn’t end there. There’s an epilogue. It’s at this place called Marah that 

Moshe begins teaching the Jewish people. 

 שם שם לו חוק ומשפט ושם נסהו.

He established for the people a law and an ordinance and there he tested it. 
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The pasuk itself is opaque. It doesn’t tell us the content of what Moshe taught the people 

– just that he taught them. 

 

So Rashi – citing the medrash – fills in the missing pieces. He tells us that Moshe taught 

the people three things: 

 שבת, פרה אדומה ודינים.

He taught them the laws of Shabbos, the laws of the red heifer and civil law. 

  

For a moment, I’d like to try and understand the force of this medrash. Why these three 

principles? And why now? The people are on their way to Har Sinai. They’re going to be 

there in just a couple of chapters. What’s so urgent about Shabbos, Parah Aduma and 

Dinim that necessitates their being taught in advance of every other mitzvah in the 

Torah? 

 

Truth be told – I understand דינים – I understand the need for basic laws and statutes. For 

hundreds of years, the Jewish people have lived as citizens of Egypt and surely were 

obliged to adhere to the rough equivalent of Egyptian law. On leaving, they were 

fugitives running for their lives. Now – at Marah – really for the first time – we have a 

free people – lawless and utterly ungoverned. To allow them to continue on like this – 

even for a short time – would be to risk allowing a society to devolve into anarchy. 

Dinim. Basic laws. How to live as free, civilized people. This I understand. 

 

But how do we explain Shabbos and Parah Adumah? I’m not saying they’re not 

important. But if the Jewish people could survive a few more weeks without Kashrus and 

Tzitzis and six hundred other מצוות, why can’t they survive without Shabbos and Parah 

Adumah? Why the urgency?   

 

What I’d like to suggest is that Moshe chooses to reveal these מצוות at Marah – not 

because they’re more significant or more pressing than the others – but because Marah is 

a teachable moment. Marah introduces the Jewish people to a revolutionary principle and 

Moshe seizes on the opportunity to teach two profound applications of this principle. 

 

You know what’s so spectacularly epiphanic about Marah? It’s that everything can turn 

on a dime. It’s not just that in a heartbeat, the bitterest waters can become the sweetest. 

It’s that the reality I’m so sure of in this moment can become a completely different 

reality in the next.  

 

Does a story about a stick and the power to transform water remind you of anything? It’s 

the first of the ten plagues – except this time around – the story is inverted: Whereas in 

Egypt a staff was used to make potable waters undrinkable, now a piece of wood is used 

to make undrinkable waters potable.  

 

What an astonishing phenomenon:  

• Hashem can take the same force that was used to punish the Egyptians and now 

transform that capacity into something constructive. 

• In an instant, that which is bitter can become sweet. 
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To the uninitiated, Shabbos and Parah Adumah are mind-boggling. They defy the best-

made arguments of the greatest empirical minds. Think of פרה אדומה. A kohen sprinkles 

the ashes of a heifer on someone who’s impure and instantaneously he becomes purified? 

How can I look at my watch on a Friday afternoon and know that I’m free to cook and 

write and build; and then look at it again a minute later and know that Shabbos has begun 

and all those activities are off limits? It’s wild! 

 

Philosophically and intellectually these מצוות are difficult to grasp. So Moshe Rabbeinu – 

our greatest teacher – identifies the venue in which they can be readily understood. For if 

the people can appreciate the lesson of Marah – if they can recognize the notion that 

everything that can change in an instant – then they can appreciate the complexity of 

Shabbos and Parah Adaumah.  

 

 

Today on the Jewish calendar, two worlds collide. What’s our response? What do we do 

when the incremental world of Tu B’Shvat crashes headfirst into the instantaneous world 

of Marah?  

 

If I had to risk making a generalization, I would guess that most of us our plodders and 

planters. Ours is a philosophy of gradualism. We strategize; we plan; we invest.  

 

But every now and again we’re struck by a Marah moment.  

• In Haiti, in an instant – just when things seemed normal, everything can be turned 

upside down. 

• And likewise, out of nowhere, from all corners of the earth, forces can mobilize 

and be marshaled in support of aid and relief. 

• Last week’s election in Massachusetts. Out of nowhere. In an instant. Health care 

reform. Locked up. 60 votes. Iron-tight. Filibuster-proof. And then in a heartbeat 

– it’s gone. 

 

The answer – of course – is that we’re left with a choice. Humbled and sobered, we could 

reach the conclusion that all of our planning and all of our planting are for naught. After 

all, in a flash, what we have or hope to accomplish could vanish.  

 

But I prefer the alternate conclusion. We can’t be naïve. We have to tolerate living with 

the uncertainty that unforeseen crises may yet arise. Yet Tu B’shvat and Marah should 

leave us filled with hope. They remind us that we should spend our time planning and 

planting. Our sites should be trained on the future of our families and of the Jewish 

people. And we should rest assured that if at times we stumble, something unexpected 

may yet happen to lift us up. What in this instant appears resolutely מר may yet in the 

next moment become decidedly מתוק.  

 

As much as they represent opposites, Tu B’shvat and Marah share one common feature: 

The sweetness of the final product. Putting carob aside, the goal in both narratives is to 

produce something that nourishes both our body and our spirit. This is part of our mission 
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and today we re-affirm it in no uncertain terms: Let us endow our personal relationships 

with a sense of sweetness; let us bring a sense of hope to those who need it most; and let 

us fill the silos of the Jewish future with the hard-earned fruits of the Torah and מצוות  we 

hold so dear.  

 

 

 


