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Tu bi-Shevat Nature Walk

When I was a child, we celebrated Tu bi-Shevat at Hebrew School by planting a tree 
in Israel through the Jewish National Fund and receiving packages of dried fruits 
– especially bokser, which I now understand to be carob. Then, by chance at an 

educator’s conference in the 1970s, I met a man who worked at a Jewish Center in Wilkes-
Barre, PA, who had an outline of something he called a Tu bi-Shevat seder. I had never heard 
of it, but he assured me that it was an ancient Jewish custom. In fact, I later learned that 
seder Tu bi-Shevat was introduced by mystics in Safed in the 15th century and was called 
Pri Eytz Hadar—The Fruit of a Goodly Tree. I rewrote his document for families and taught 
it to hundreds of educators at CAJE conferences. Now, it is a common practice in many 
supplementary and day schools to hold a seder each Tu bi-Shevat. 

Each year, I changed the seders, introducing new material and activities, but, after a while, 
they were not as compelling to me and to my families as they had once been. Inspired by 
the beautiful almond trees that flower in Israel on Tu bi-Shevat and by the teachings of three 
rabbis, I wanted to push the boundaries of the seder and take it to a deeper place. 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel taught that modern people need to recapture the ancients’ 
sense of wonder and awe in the face of the Universe. Nature is certainly one place to 

experience wonder.  Rabbi Zalman Schacter-Shalomi taught that since Tu bi-Shevat is one of 
the four Jewish New Years, it would be appropriate to go into the woods and blow the shofar 
for the trees when their New Year (Tu bi-Shevat) comes along. And, finally, Rabbi Nachman of 
Bratzlav (1772-1810) wrote a prayer asking God to “make it my custom to go outdoors each 
day among the trees and enter into prayer.”

These compelling teachings led me to consider moving the celebration of Tu bi-Shevat 
outdoors. In America, so much of Judaism happens inside our homes and synagogues and 
schools, while in Israel it has a place in the public square. I felt intuitively that the Tu bi-
Shevat seder would come alive outdoors in the presence of real trees; however, I was not 
sure how to translate the beauty and wisdom of the seder to an outdoor environment, not to 
mention that the holiday occurs in the winter, and I live in New England. 

I consulted with Laurel Sterne, a staff naturalist at the Habitat Education and Wildlife 
Sanctuary in Belmont, MA. I explained the principles of the seder to her, especially the three 
categories of fruits and the texts we quote about the importance of trees.  She just smiled,  
took me on a walk on their nature trails, and showed me that the three categories of fruit 
mentioned in the seder grow outdoors in the winter in New England. We talked about other 
aspects of awe and wonder that could be seen outdoors, and so the Tu bi-Shevat Nature 
Walk was born at Congregation Eitz Chayim in Cambridge, MA, where I served as Rabbi/
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Educator. There also was similar work being done by Shomrei 
Adamah, the first Jewish Environmental group, and its 
founder, Ellen Bernstein.

The walk was a huge success! From then on, we celebrated 
Tu bi-Shevat in a three-year cycle: year one, a Tu bi-Shevat 
seder; year two, a nature walk; and, in the third year, a family 
program about Shabbat, but with a chance to eat the fruit 
and say the blessings of Tu bi-Shevat. We asked each family 
to bring one fruit, already cut and ready to serve. We also  
had a parent committee who worked with us, bringing their 
expertise in science and their skill in the arts to the table. Our 
regular teachers staffed the event and also had input into the 
content. I have included information in the appendix about 
the way we figured out how much fruit and juice we needed 
and how we divided it up among the families. 

Both the parents and the children loved Tu bi-Shevat. It was 
different from other Jewish holidays; it always was fun to 
celebrate, and it was beautiful; it was about a topic that many 
of them found compelling and were surprised to learn that it 
was rooted in Jewish values. 

LOCATIONS

Over the years, the walk took place in five different locations: 
a wildlife sanctuary, a farm, a state park, conservation 
land, and a patch of woods behind a nursing home near 
us. Depending on your situation, you might be able to do it 
outside your own building.  I learned that there usually is 
a thaw in the New England weather around the date of Tu 
bi-Shevat, and we never had to call it off because of weather. 
If there was snow on the ground, it made it easier to see 
animal tracks and other wonders. Clearly, if you live in a place 
with a kinder climate, that’s certainly a plus, and there is still 
plenty to see. Everyone dressed warmly, and off we went. 
We scouted each location well before the event, and we used  
naturalists. We made sure that the natural elements we were 
looking for were in that location, and they always were. We 
also needed access to an indoor space for arts and science 
projects, as well as snacks.

THE EVENT

This event is organized using the round-robin model. The 
families were divided into three groups or multiples of three 
groups, depending on the numbers. Each event was held on 
Sunday morning and lasted three hours. Each group spent 
45 minutes taking part in each of four activities: community 
gathering, the walk, an art project, and a science project —
the latter related to the natural themes of Tu bi-Shevat.  Each 
family brought one of the 16 fruits we eat at our seder, cut up 
and ready to be added to a giant fruit buffet. We provided hot 
cider and cocoa and some food — perhaps granola bars or 

zucchini bread. I will include the full schedule of one of these 
events in the appendix to this article.

In each location, we worked with a naturalist who knew 
the site, so the specifics of each walk differed, depending 
on what there was to see. We paired one of our teachers 
with one of the naturalists. At the program I am using as an 
example, there were seven stops. At each one, the naturalist 
talked from a science point of view about the things we were 
seeing and the teacher made the connections with Judaism, 
spirituality, and Tu bi-Shevat. While still indoors, the teacher 
gave a brief introduction to the holiday — why we celebrate 
it, what’s spiritual about it, and a description of the three 
kinds of fruit (one with a peel on the outside, but edible on 
the inside; one with a pit on the inside, but edible on the 
outside; one completely edible inside and out).

These events were the primary teachings about Tu bi-Shevat. 
We did not cover it at all in class, feeling that all they needed 
to know would be covered by the various experiences we 
offered. These were not grade-level events. Every family 
participated every year, regardless of the ages of their 
children. You can read other articles I’ve written about 
Family Education for a discussion of why this is an important 
principle in Family Education. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE WALK ITSELF

Introduction to the walk by the Jewish teacher discusses the 
following:  
Question: Why a Jewish Arbor day? 
Answer: Jews are both a religion and a nation. This is a civil 
holiday celebrating the Land of Israel and its capacity to grow 
things in the Land of Israel.

Question: Why would it be celebrated outside of the Land of 
Israel?
Answer: Because Jews, no matter where they have lived, 
always prayed for the day when their exile would end and 
they could return to the Land of Israel. Sukkot and Shavuot 
are holidays that were celebrated in ways that reminded them 
of Israel. Their hearts were in Israel. As one of my teachers 
said: “This rain isn’t our rain. Our rain falls in Israel.” Today, 
millions of Jews are living in the State of Israel, but that 
wasn’t the case for most of our history. 

Question: Why is the holiday called Tu bi-Shevat?
Answer: The name of the holiday is actually a date. The first 
part of the name — “Tu” — stands for the number 15. “Tu” 
in Hebrew is composed of the letters Tet and Vav, which have 
the respective numerical values of 9 and 6, adding up to 15. 
The second part is the name of the Hebrew month, Shevat. 
Modern Jews can find great meaning in this holiday because 
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of our renewed interest in guarding and conserving our 
natural world, which is a message of this holiday. 

Question: What are the three types of fruit that are 
mentioned in the Tu bi-Shevat seder? 
Answer: Fruit with peels, fruit with hard pits,and fruit with 
neither peels or pits

Teacher: Let’s go outside now. Watch and see if you can spot 
these fruits growing outside now, even though it’s winter. 

Please note: each walk is different, given the location. Work 
with your field guide to identify the stops, given the material 
about which you want to teach.

STOP NATURALIST JEWISH TEACHER

1
Hollow, Fallen Tree
(inspect insects, decomposition, new life 
growing in the trunk) 
Talk about giving back to the soil, to the 
earth. 
What is our responsibility to the earth?

Death has a function in the forest
Life springs back from the nutrition of the tree. 
Kohelet (3:1-3) Sing “To Everything Turn, Turn, Turn.” 
See #1 and #1a on the resource sheet.

2
The Pond
See turtles, freshwater clams, fish.
See first conch cherry tree.

Noticing the Beauty of Creation
Recite prayer of Rabbi Nachman. See #2 on the resource sheet.
Recite Prayer #2a.   See #2a on the resource sheet.  
Sing: “Behold Holiness Is All Around You, Awaken, Rejoice, and 
Sing.”   See #2b on the resource sheet.

3
Tree of Heaven
It has flying seeds and grows in disturbed 
spots. 
Meet a tree: What do you see when you 
look at the trees?

The Four Jewish New Years
See #3 on the resource sheet.

4
Willow Tree That Had Blown Over 
Only a thin layer of live cells kept it 
upright for a long time. The heartwood 
was eaten by termites, etc.
Listening Exercise: Hold up one finger for 
every sound you hear.

Bal Taschit
Deuteronomy (20:19-20) Trees in war are to be protected.
Leviticus 25: Shmittah — land rests.
Ecology in the Torah.
See #4 and #5 on the resource sheet.

5
Beautiful Tree in the Midst of the 
Wooded Area
Walk past burrs and seeds to a beautiful 
tree by the pond.

We say Blessings Over Many Things (100 a day)
• The blessing you can say when you see a beautiful tree.
• See #6 on the resource sheet.
• All trees represent the Tree of Life from the Garden of Eden.
• Ritual for blowing shofar to the trees.
• See #7 on the resource sheet.

6
Living Things Everywhere
Onion grass and beech leaves still on the 
tree.
Point out the tree rings.

Tree Rings and Other Evidence of Growth
See #8 on the resource sheet — a parable about the sanctity of 
the land.

7
Top of the Hill
Point out the forsythia, 2-3 kinds of 
berries, and nuts on the ground.

Finding the Three Kinds of Fruit in Nature
More about the fruits. Did we see them growing? Why are they 
there?
See #9 on the resource sheet.
See #9a on the resource sheet.
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2a. A Prayer
When walking, we find eloquent testimonials to the  
   life of the universe:
The blades of grass, the simple flower,
Bear witness to Your matchless power.
We look for God and fancy You concealed,
But in earth’s common things You are revealed.
Not in miracle-works or in a bush aflame
But in grass, flowers, and stars that spell out your name.

 Rabbi Abraham ben Maimonides

2b. Behold Holiness Is All Around You
Chorus:  Behold holiness is all around you (3x) 
Awaken, rejoice, and sing!

I am the air around you
I am the breath of life within you
I am the wind blowing through you
I AM all that I AM!
 
I am the Fire around you
I am the spark of Life within you
I am the Flame burning through you
I AM all that I AM.
          
I am the Earth around you
I am the heartbeat within you
I am the ground below you.
I AM all that I AM 

Abbi Spinner McBride

3. Tu bi-Shevat Is One of Four Jewish New Years
• Rosh Hashanah — Tishrei 1: New Year for human beings.
• Tu bi-Shevat — Shevat 15: New Year for trees. If a tree’s 

sap rises before this date, it is taxable. Trees were 
considered an important form of wealth in ancient 
Israel.

• Nisan 1 — First day of the first month on the Jewish 
calendar: Creation of the world began on this day.

• Elul 1 — New Year of calves: A calf born before this day can 
be taxed.

1. Introduction
In nature, at the end of the life-cycle, living things are 
returned to earth. Yet from the earth new life springs forth, 
nourished by that which was once living — and so, the cycle 
continues and is renewed. The siddur says: Meimit um-me-
chayeh, dying and then living. Why not say those words when 
you see a tree decaying, fungi growing or fragrant piles of late 
autumn leaves? Prayers are not confined to synagogues.

The Book of Ecclesiastes says:
A season is set for everything, a time for every purpose under 
heaven:
A time to be born, a time to die
A time for planting and a time for harvesting
A time for tearing down and a time for building up.

 
1a. Song by the Byrds:
Chorus: To everything (turn, turn, turn) 
There is a season (turn, turn, turn) 

And a time to every purpose, under heaven
A time to be born, a time to die 
A time to plant, a time to reap 
A time to kill, a time to heal 
A time to laugh, a time to weep

Chorus

A time to build up, a time to break down 
A time to dance, a time to mourn 
A time to cast away stones, a time to gather stones together

 Chorus

2. A Prayer:
Master of the Universe, grant me the ability to be alone.
May it be my custom to go outdoors each day, 
   among the trees and grasses, among all growing things,
And there be alone and enter into prayer.
There may I express all that is in my heart,
To talk with the One to whom I belong.
May I express everything that is in my heart,
And may all the foliage of the field, grasses, trees, and plants 
   awake at my coming.
To send the power of their life into my prayer,
So that my prayer and my speech are made whole
   through the life and spirit of all growing things,
Which are made as one by their transcendent Source.

Rabbi Nachman’s prayer

RESOURCE SHEET FOR THE WALK
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4. Main Texts for Learning about Our Relationship and  
    Responsibility to Nature from the BIble
Genesis 1:26 
“Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind according to our 
likeness. Let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, the 
birds of the heavens, animals, all the earth, and all crawling 
things that crawl about upon the earth.”

Genesis 2:15 
“Adonai God took the human and set him in the Garden of 
Eden, to work it and to watch it.”

Leviticus 25:1-5
“When you enter the land that I am giving you,
The land is to cease, a Sabbath-ceasing to God.
For six years you are to sow your field,
For six years you are to prune your vineyard,
then you are to gather in its produce,
but in the seventh year
there shall be a Sabbath of Sabbath-ceasing for the land,
a Sabbath to God:
Your field you are not to sow,
your vineyard you are not to prune,
the aftergrowth of your harvests you are not to harvest,
a sabbath of Sabbath-ceasing shall there be for the land!”

Leviticus 25:23-24 
“The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is 
mine, and you are but aliens and my tenants. Throughout the 
country that you hold as a possession, you must provide for 
the redemption of the land.”

Deuteronomy 20:19-20
“When you besiege a town for many days,
Waging war against it, to seize it:
You are not to bring ruin on its trees, by swinging-away (with 
   an ax) against them,
For from them, you eat,
Them you are not to cut-down —
For are the trees of the field human beings, (able) to come  
   against you in a siege?
Only those trees of which you know that they are not trees  
   for eating,
Then you may bring to ruin and cut down,
That you may build siege-works against the town that is  
   making war against you, until its downfall.”
 

5. Environmentalism of Torah
Jews believe that God created the world (Genesis) and 
gave human beings a special responsibility within creation 
to cultivate it, guard it, and use it wisely. This is known as 
stewardship. The Tanakh makes it clear that, as the whole 
Earth belongs to God, humans must respect it and hand it 
back to God unspoiled.

6. Blessings We Say Whenever We See a Beautiful Tree.
Blessed are You                       ָּברּוְך ַאָּתה
Adonai, our God                       ה׳ ֱאֹלֽקינּו
ֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם                  Ruler of the Universe                     ֶמֽ
 There is nothing lacking in   ֶׁשּלֹא ִחֵּסר ְּבעֹוָלמֹו ְּכלּום
                                          our world 
  For You created in it goodly       ּוָבָרא ּבֹו ְּבִרּיֹות טֹובֹות
                                          creations 
 And pleasant trees                  ְוִאיָלנֹות טֹובֹות
  So we might find enjoyment     ְלִהְתָנאֹות ָּבֶהן ְּבֵני ָאָדם
                                           from them.

7. Ceremony for Blowing Shofar for the Trees in honor of  
     their New Year 
From Psalm 150
Praise God in God’s sanctuary!
Praise God for mighty works!
Praise God with shofar and drums!
Let everything that has breath praise God — Halleluyah!

(The shofar is sounded)
Tekiah, Shevarim, Teruah — Tekiah Gedolah!

 
May the sound of the shofar shatter our complacency 
and make us aware of the trees and nature around us 
and our gratitude for all they contribute to our lives and 
our well-being. May we hear in the shofar blast that we 
have a responsibility to take care of our world and to take 
responsibility for its well-being. Amen
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8. A Story Illustrating the Above Idea 
Once when Rav Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935) was walking 
in the field, lost deep in thought, the young student with him 
inadvertently picked a leaf off a branch.

Rav Kook was visibly shaken by this act, and, turning to the 
student, he said gently: “Believe me when I tell you that I 
never simply pick a leaf or pluck a blade of grass or any living 
thing unless I have to.”

He continued: “Every part of the vegetable world is singing 
a song and breathing out a secret of the Divine Mystery of 
Creation.” For the first time, the young student understood 
what it means to show compassion to all creatures. 
                                               Wisdom of the Jewish Mystics, p. 80
 
9. Three Kinds of Fruit in Nature 
The Jewish mystics who identified three types of fruit on Tu 
bi-Shevat saw them as three spiritual dimensions of people. 
They believed that the shell and the peel symbolized evil in 
the world and that it was our job as humans to peel and crack 
these shells to bring more goodness and sweetness to the 
world.

We call the three types of fruit “PEELS, PITS, and PULP.” When 
we do a Tu bi-Shevat seder, we have many different fruits 
(15+) we can eat. Isn’t it amazing that here today you can see 
the three types of fruit growing so that the birds and other 
animals have food in the winter?. Keep your eyes open for 
them!

PEELS: Fruits with a hard inedible outer shell include hickory  
   nuts, acorns etc. 
PITS: Fruits with no outer shell, but with a hard pit or core  
   that can’t be eaten: Conch Cherry, etc.
PULP: Red Chokeberry and Korean Barberry, to name a few.

Your field guide will point these fruits out to you. 

9a. The Story of Honi: A story about our responsibility  
       to the earth and to those who come after us here. 
Once Honi the Circle-Maker was walking on the road and saw 
a man planting a carob tree.

Honi said: Do you know a carob tree takes 70 years to bear 
fruit? Are you so sure you will live 70 more years so you may 
eat from it?”

“I found this world provided with carob trees,” the man 
replied, “and as my ancestors planted for me, so will I plant 
them for my offspring.”

            Talmud Taanit 23a
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Please note these actvities were not all done at one event.

Planting: 
Parsley planted at Tu bi-Shevat will grow enough by Pesach 
to be used on the seder plate. Use a lot of seeds, water, and 
cover with plastic wrap until they sprout.
 
Horseradish will grow in 140-160 days. It is a cold, hardy,  
perennial crop and grows in sun or partial shade. Growing 
horseradish is easy in Zones 4 to 7, where established 
horseradish plants require little care. It can take over gardens, 
so it is best grown in containers. Take the lower third of a 
horseradish root and plant it 12” deep. It can be replanted 
later. The horseradish planted at Tu bi-Shevat won’t grow in 
time for Pesach, but it’s a kick to grow it.
 
Wisconsin Fast Plants germinate in two days and go through 
their whole cycle in 30 days. They produce yellow flowers and 
seed pods, so you can plant the seeds and do it again.
 
Get directions on the Internet or at a garden store for all 
growing things, as they need special care. Please send these 
plants home with the families and not have them grow in 
school. 
 
Science Projects:  
Every community has scientists and science teachers. 
Use them as a resource, along with the Internet to find 
experiments and demonstrations that can be done in the time 
you have available. Science Projects on the following topics 
work for Tu bi-Shevat:
• Chlorophyll
• Oxygen out of carbon dioxide
• Photosynthesis
• The parts of a tree
• Osmosis
• Borrow some microscopes to look at leaves
 
Art Projects:
• Tree sculptures
• Block printing
• Origami
• Paper-making
• Drawing plants in minute detail
• Printing T-shirts with natural materials
• Bird feeders
 

Tzedakah Projects:
• Everyone brings a bag of fresh oranges to be given to a  
   food bank
• Plant trees in Israel through JNF
• Collect funds for an environmental group (there are both  
   Jewish and secular ones)
 
Music and Storytelling
Tu bi-Shevat songs (words/music on the resource sheet #2)

“O Taste, Taste and See” 
   from the Basket of Plums Songbook
“The Garden Song” 

Many songs from contemporary Jewish singer/songwriters  
   are easy to find. 

Stories (From PJ Library)
• The Heart Shaped Leaf, by Shira Geffen and David Polansky
• Picture a Tree, by Barbara Reid
• Sadie’s Snowy Tu bi-Shevat, by Jaime Korngold

Stories from Traditional Sources:
• Honi and the Carob Tree, by Eric Kimmel
   Other versions by Malka Drucker, Ellen Frankel,  
    Seymour Rossel, and others.
• “The Souls of Trees” in The Day the Rabbi Disappeared,  
    by Howard Schwartz
 
Food:
• A buffet of the 16 fruits from the Tu bi-Shevat seder  
   (with blessings). Have each family bring one fruit, cut up  
   and ready to put out.
• Hot cocoa, cider, and coffee
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OTHER SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES AT THIS EVENT


