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The rhythm of nature and halachah
Trees, water, environment. Tu b’Shevat is once
again upon us.
ES, it’s hot out there. But
don’t forget that halachically
we are in the middle of winter.
Surprised? The answer is
that of course our halachic
calendar follows the seasons
of the northern hemisphere,
as they occur in our homeland.
This peculiarity shocked the
earliest Jewish settlers Down
Under. No wonder a question
concerning the ritual implications of the seasonal differences
between Australia and Israel
(then Palestine) was included in
the first set of she’elot – halachic
queries – sent to English Chief
Rabbi Nathan Marcus Adler in
1848 by the fledgling Victorian
Jewish community.
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is clearly the month
‘ Shevat
best suited to distinguish
between the yield of the
past and the yield of the
coming year.

’

This week we bless the new
moon of the month of Shevat,
which will occur on Wednesday.
Shevat is best known for its
inclusion of the minor festival
of Tu b’Shevat, the new year for
trees. Reference to the Mishnah
reveals that although such is
the halachic ruling, there were
actually two views in regard to
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this new year.
Indeed, Beth Hillel ascribed
it to the 15th (Tu) of Shevat,
but Beth Shammai argued that
it should be on the first of
the month. As per our general
tradition, in this instance as in
so many others, the ruling of
Hillel prevails over the opinion
of Shammai.
The significance of the new
year for trees relates to the many
agricultural laws of the Torah.
To identify crops for purposes of
the tithes (terumah and ma’aser
etc.), as well as in regard to their
status in a shmittah year, it is
essential to have a point marking
the break between what would
loosely be referred to as last
year’s crop as opposed to this
year’s. Shevat occurs just after
midwinter; it is the month that
blossoms and leaves begin to
sprout on deciduous fruit trees
previously barren of all green
growth.
Whereas at Rosh Hashanah
there is nothing to differentiate
between the fruit on the tree
prior to the holiday and that
immediately after it, Shevat is
clearly the month best suited to
distinguish between the yield
of the past and the yield of the
coming year.

A lemon grove in the Galilee near the mountains of Gilboa.

Other aspects of our ritual
custom also identify this period
as winter rather than summer.
The most obvious is our inclusion of prayer for rain in the
Shemone Esrei prayer – a practice that began last month. But
have you also pondered on the
custom of reciting Psalm 104 –
Borchi Nafshi – after mincha on
Shabbat afternoon?
Regarding the structure of
this mincha service, the year
is basically divided into two
halves. From Pesach until Rosh
Hashanah – the longer summer afternoons (in the northern
hemisphere, of course) – it is
customary to study Ethics of
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the Fathers. This is particularly appropriate for that time
of the year that precedes and
follows the giving of the Torah
on Shavuot as Pirkei Avot
begins with reference to Moshe
receiving the Torah at Sinai,
and follows that reference with
the chain of transmission of
tradition.
On the other hand, during the winter half of the
year, the days are shorter and
there may well be less time to
study. Accordingly, 16 psalms
are simply recited instead
– Psalm 104 and the 15 that
commence with the phrase “Shir
Hama’alot” (Psalms 120-134).

Psalm 104 is the ultimate
biblical celebration of nature and
renewal. That is the reason why
already in Temple times it was
the central focus of Levite song
on Rosh Chodesh – the day of
the new moon.
King David’s ode to nature
(perhaps matched only in its
depiction of the power and
beauty of nature in sections of his
son Solomon’s “Shir Hashirim”)
places much emphasis on the significance of water as the source
of life. The springs, the hills
and the valleys are home to the
beasts and the plants of the wild,
as they are to those domesticated upon which all of mankind
depends.
In the urban environment,
in which we spend so much
of our lives, it is easy to forget
our dependence on nature and
its bounties. The Zodiac sign
of Shevat is “d’li” – the bucket
of water drawn from the well,
for many, the original source of
household water.
Perhaps as we contemplate
destructive aspects of urbanisation and industrialisation,
including their impact on the
natural water cycle arising from
the apparently intractable problem of global warming, we
should allow the nature-related
aspects of our religious tradition
to reawaken our consciousness
of the natural roots of life.
Shabbat shalom
Yossi
Yossi Aron is The AJN’s
religious affairs editor.
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A struggle between our names and our natures
N Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet, Juliet laments that
because she and Romeo are in
opposing houses – the Capulets
were rivals to the Montagues –
they are artificially kept apart.
However, she says, “a rose by
any other name would smell as
sweet”, inferring that the name is
irrelevant since it is her inner core
that really matters.
Juliet is of course correct, but
nevertheless names are important
in Judaism. In fact, the first action
of Man was to name the animals.
In Hebrew more so than English,
words have great meaning. Jonah
is reflective of peace (a dove, to
be precise) while David might be
a man of action. Ori is my light,
while Matan is a gift.
Parshat Va’era begins with God
telling Moses that “I am Hashem.
I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac
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and to Jacob as El Shaddai, but
with My Name I did not make
Myself known to them.”
He goes on to say that while
previously He had been a God
of a covenant – an agreement –
now He was becoming a God of
redemption. In the first reading
of the parsha, he hammers home
this changed behaviour that goes
with his changed name: “I am
Hashem, and I shall take you out
from under the burdens of Egypt;
I shall rescue you ... I shall redeem
you ... I shall take you ... I shall
bring you.” The list of acts of
redemptions ends with the simple
statement: “I am Hashem.”
Nowadays, while we think very

carefully about the names of our
children – who doesn’t compile
a list? The names that make the
shortlist are as emotive as the
names that do not. We all know
to avoid the name of the child we
knew at school as children who
used to hurl the furniture around
the room.
But as Juliet implores of us,
names are not our nature, and we
can overcome them.
Which brings us to Pharaoh
in this parsha. In the story of
Joseph, Pharaoh is a positive force,
while in the story of the Exodus,
Pharaoh is a mass murderer. In
the short jump from the books of
Bereshit to Shemot, our concept
of what the name Pharaoh refers
to changes dramatically, and
the negativity sticks. But is it all
Pharaoh’s fault?
We all remember the story

of Moses going to Pharaoh
demanding that he “let my people
go”, and with each refusal a plague
is unleashed. Rashi notes that for
the first five plagues, Pharaoh
hardened his own heart, but for the
final plagues, Hashem hardened
Pharaoh’s heart. It is as though
Pharaoh needed help to be evil.
Yet holding Pharaoh to account
for his crimes, when he was not
in full control of his own choices,
appears to be a bit of a conundrum. His final act, sending the
army to the Israelites after they
had left Egypt though, needed
no hardening of his heart by an
external force. In the children’s
version of the story, this action was
a change of mind since he simply
wanted to bring his slaves back.
In reality, this was not a mission
of returning the slaves, but in fact
an expedition of annihilation; with

the Egyptian army in pursuit, the
slaves were not coming back.
So Pharaoh did revert to type
and fulfilled the negativity of his
name.
So is there a way of bridging
Juliet’s determination to rise above
the meaning of her name and fulfil Virgil’s exhortation that “amor
vincit omnia”, or “love conquers
all”? Absolutely. Our names are
important, and our nature is a
powerful force. But we are able
to rise above the natural order
and make choices that change
ourselves, our families and our
communities. And the Torah,
while emphasising the importance
of names, is packed with stories of
those who overcome their natural
but ill-informed instincts.
Jeremy Stowe-Lindner is principal
of Bialik College, Melbourne.

