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Tu Bishvat is a minor Jewish holiday, occurring on the 15th day of Shevat.  This year it 

occurs from sunset on February 10th and ends at nightfall on 11th February.  In Israel it 
marks the beginning of a “new year” for trees.  This is the season in which the earliest 
blooming trees in Israel emerge from winter's sleep and commence a new fruit-bearing 
cycle.  Indeed, the flowering of the almond tree, which grows wild in Israel, coincides with 
Tu Bishvat. 
 
We mark the day by eating fruit, which I'm sure most of you do, so as to be the healthy 
specimens I see before me.  Especially the kinds singled out by Torah in Deuteronomy 
8:7-8 as an anthem of praise for the Holy Land's bounty: grapes, figs, pomegranates, 
olives, and dates.  Add nuts, oranges, pears, etc, and you have a fruity feast.  We must 
also add wheat and barley.  On this day, Israel may well meditate on those words of 
Deuteronomy 20:19: “When, in making war against a town in order to capture it, you lay 
siege to it for a long time, you are not to destroy its trees, cutting them down with an axe.  
You can eat their fruit, so don't cut them down.  After all, are the trees in the field human 
beings, so that you can besiege them too?”  Thus it is that Israelis devote Tu Bishvat to the 
nurture of nature; especially by tree-planting and/or collecting money with which to plant 
trees.   
 
Therefore, Israel is a world leader in nurturing a healthy bio-diversity by its enthusiastic 
attention to a marvellous flora and fauna.  It has been described as one large botanical 
garden; with an enormous range of biomes crammed into a tiny land mass, no larger than 
the size of Wales.  I have said before, that one can observe African rift-valley flora/fauna in 
the morning, desert shrubs at lunch-time, and south European pine forests in the 
afternoon. Ornithologists visit from all over the world to savour Israel's exotic desert, semi-
tropical, and temperate zone species.  By developing large areas that were previously 
barren rocky hillsides or sandy desert, its native oaks, redbud, almond, pear, hawthorn, 
cypress and Atlantic cedar abound. Well over 240M trees have been planted under the 
auspices of the Jewish National Fund, since its inception in 1901.  Again, we recall our 
Torah, from Leviticus 19: 23: “When you enter the land and plant various kinds of fruit 
trees....”   That has certainly been done.  
 
Why are trees so important?  Trees help to offset human carbon dioxide emissions by 
absorbing CO2 – the primary greenhouse gas and a main cause of global warming – from 
the atmosphere.  Just one tree can absorb up to 1 ton of CO2 in its lifetime.  Cutting down 
our trees and woodlands is bad enough and will get worse because of the demographic 
rise in the UK's population, with its resultant demand for housing and infrastructure - 
250,000 houses need to be built each year until 2020, just to� keep pace. The relentless 
destruction of tropical and temperate forests is suicidal. It is widely known that rainforests 
are the lungs of the earth; they are an important carbon sink and a true guarantor of 
climate stability.  In the name of progress, economic growth, high living standards and 
development, we are turning our rain-forests into commercial deserts, producing soya 
mono-crops which emit huge amounts of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.  
 
The UN has its much-vaunted charter, the Declaration of Human Rights.  Now it needs to 
adopt another one, called the Declaration of Rights.  Forests, mountains, oceans, 
mammals, birds, and plants have a right to exist free from human dominance and 
irrespective of their economic benefit to humankind.   Torah tells us that nature and 
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humans are inexorably linked.  We depend on God's gift of Nature. This gift must be 
received with gratitude and not exploited or abused.  Global warming is only a symptom.  
The root cause of the problem is our belief that we humans are superior to nature and that 
we can control and manipulate it – and that nature is there to serve us.  
 
What has our Hebrew Bible to say on the relationship between us and God's Creation?  
The first chapter of Genesis, with its vision of the universe coming into being, has had  
deep influence on Western civilisation.  In it, Mankind, the last and greatest of creations, is 
given dominion over nature: “God blessed them.  God said to them, “Be fruitful, multiply, fill 
the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the fish in the sea, the birds in the air and every living 
creature that crawls on the earth.”  Then God said, “Here! Throughout the whole earth I am 
giving you as food every seed-bearing plant and every tree with seed-bearing fruit.”  Many 
argue that this text encouraged mankind to plunder earth's Creation, as allowed by his 
“dominion” over it.  Indeed, the word is a strong one but the position of the human family in 
the world is made absolutely clear in the next chapter of Genesis. 
 
Here, the first human is set in the Garden of Eden.  Verse 15 says, “Adonai took the 
person and put him in the Garden of Eden to cultivate and care for it.”  There are two 
significant Hebrew verbs here.  Le'ovdah – literally: “to serve it.”  Adam is called to work 
the earth from which he was formed.  Leshomrah – literally: to guard and care for it.  This 
word leshomrah is used in later Biblical explanation to describe the responsibilities of a 
guardian of property that does not belong to him or her. He or she must exercise vigilance 
and is liable to claims of negligence if they do not.  Thus, Genesis 2:15 is the very best 
short definition of man's responsibilities for nature.  It says we do not own nature. We are 
its trustees, its wise stewards, on behalf of the owner, God.  We are trustees for the sake 
of future generations.  We are charged by Torah Law to be wise in stewardship. 
 
As I have discussed on previous occasions, there are three great Torah commands 
concerning the periodic rest for the Lord's domain.  Exodus 23 contains the Lord's wisdom 
concerning the Sabbath Rest.  It also contains the wisdom of the Seventh Sabbatical Year 
of rest – explored in greater detail in Leviticus 25.  The third command, that of the Jubilee 
Year, is also detailed in Leviticus 25. In short, the Lord decrees that all people, rich or 
poor, must have a chance of environmental and economic success in their lives.  We are a 
long way off that but thankful that the global world is slowly becoming aware of 
environmental 'meltdown', as evidenced in the recent environmental world summit. All the 
big players were there. 
 
 Nature is a source of spiritual comfort and inspiration.  It calms and soothes the troubled 
soul simply to read a nature-poem about the dancing daffodils, or to take a stroll in the 
bluebell wood in May, or to stand atop Ben Nevis on a fine summer's day.  There's that 
reflective short piece by Thomas Hood, on losing one's affinity to nature as one grows 
older and busier due to life's cares.  
 

I remember, I remember  
The fir trees dark and high;  
I used to think their slender spires 
Were close against the sky! 
It was a childish ignorance, 
But now 'tis little joy 
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To know I'm farther off from heaven 
Than when I was a boy....” 

 
How about Henry van Dykes' poem on tree-planting?  Henry was a late American 
Victorian/early 20th c. poet, clergyman, and author:  
 

He that planteth a tree is the servant of God, 
He provideth a kindness for many a generation, 
And faces that he hath not seen shall bless him. 

 
I close with a short tale I have in a little book, In Praise of Trees, edited by Nancy Price, 
1953.   
 
An old gardener told her of when he suffered the loss of his only son in far-off Korea. 
   

When we be stricken, I be thinkin' it be wise to goo to trees, same as in 
Elijah, and so t'was I cum to tree and, lyin' down under its shade, at first I 
acknowledges I prayed to die.  'Twur a sycamore I cum to – that theer 
sycamore on common.” 
 

It was with an obvious effort that he continued..... 
 

You'll mind Elijah cum to a juniper – not many o' them 'ereabouts – Then 
Book says: 'e fell asleep an' a'angel touched 'im.  Same sart o' thing 
'appened wi' me.  Angel gave Elijah wise counsel under that theer tree 
which 'elped 'im to go forrard on 'is journey to wilderness, and summat 
told me same sart o' thing under sycamore – only t'wur to go on wi' odd 
jobs as wanted doin'” 
 

And so... as Revelation 7:3 puts it: “Hurt not the trees! 

 


