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World One Speaker Notes 
 
Here are some thoughts that can be used in World 1 of your seder. 

 

Introduction: 

• In winter, the earth’s potential is buried in the land.  Thus, we focus on the blessing of the land.   

• Through trees and farms, the land provides all of our food.   

• Trees also provide oxygen for us to live and capture carbon dioxide, which helps maintain the delicate 

balance of our atmosphere.   

• Rain forests are also the home of countless plants and animals that have provided cures for disease.   

 

A Thought on What We are Grateful For: Trees. 

• Let’s look at the main reason for this holiday, a product of the land: the tree. 

• Trees contribute continually to the health and well-being of all mammals, by providing oxygen through 

photosynthesis.  An average size tree gives off enough oxygen to keep a family of four breathing for one 

day. 

• Trees help reduce air pollution that can cause health problems in humans.  In one year, an acre of trees 

absorbs the amount of carbon dioxide you produce when you drive your car 26,000 miles. 

• Trees also provide water, by converting fog to water.  In one night, a 100-foot redwood tree can turn fog 

into the equivalent of four inches of rain, passing it on to plants, animals and nearby creeks. 

• The roots from trees help prevent erosion and landslides, and prevent the property loss and damage that 

can be caused by floodwaters.  In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, some of the worst damage from the 

storm surge and winds was inflicted on those areas where coastal vegetation had been removed. 

 

How are trees threatened? 

• Today, only about half the world's forests that existed a thousand years ago remain.   

• The World Bank estimates that tropical forests, the primary source of livelihood for about 140 million 

people, are being lost at a rate of approximately 1% or 17-20 million hectares annually.  

• With the trees, go a myriad of species that are reliant on the forest ecosystems. 

 

How do we cause this damage? 

• By purchasing wood that is harvested from forests that are not managed effectively. 

• By building housing developments that infringe on forests and farmland. 

• By buying non-recycled paper and other paper goods. 

 

What does the Torah say? 
One of the key sources advocating halachic responsibility to use these gifts of nature wisely is Bal Tashchit (the 

prohibition not to waste).  This mitzvah begins with trees, but expands to a broad category of prohibited waste. 

 

Devarim 20:19-20 

When you besiege a city a long time, in making war against it to take it, you shall not destroy its 

trees by forcing an ax against them: for you may eat of them and you may not cut them down – 

for is a tree of the field a man, that it should be besieged by you? Only the trees which you know 

that they are not trees for food, you shall destroy and cut them down; and you shall build 

bulwarks against the city that makes war with you until it be subdued. 



 

Clearly the Torah is telling us that we should be careful which trees we cut down, and for what purpose.  

The mitzvah is expanded to all forms of waste: 
Rabbi Shimson Raphael Hirsch, a prominent 19th Century scholar, defines the edict against 

destroying fruit trees as: An example of general wastefulness… the purposeless destruction of 

anything at all is taken to be forbidden, so that our text becomes the most comprehensive 

warning to human beings not to misuse the position which G-d has given them as masters of the 

world and its matter by capricious, passionate or merely thoughtless wasteful destruction of 

anything on earth. (Commentary on Devarim 20:19) 

 

What can we do to protect the trees and the land? 

• Make a commitment to buy more organic produce.  Organic foods are gentler to the land because they 

do not use pesticides and include crop rotation which keeps the soil healthy. 

• When purchasing wood, use sustainably harvested brands. (There are several certification bodies - the 

Forest Stewardship Council is the most well known).  Due to a high profile/high pressure campaign, 

Home Depot carries a lot of sustainable harvest certified wood, so go to Home Depot and ask for it!  

• Buy Paper products with 100% Post Consumer Waste (PCW) nothing less!  Post consumer waste 

content comes from recycled materials; pre-consumer waste content products are not! 

 

Here are two other stories you could tell or have others tell: 

Chapter 35 of the Book of Genesis describes Jacob's return from the house of Lavan to the Land of 

Canaan/Israel. All of chapter 36 is a list of Esau's descendents which sets the backdrop for the entire Joseph 

saga.  

In the list of chapter 36, there is a cryptic verse that warrants attention in the context of developing an 

environmental consciousness. Verse 20 states that, "These are the sons of Seir the Horite, dwellers of the land."  

One simple understanding is that the verse is teaching about the family of Seir that marries into the family of 

Esau, and they were already living in the land of Canaan. The Talmud however poses a strange question, and an 

even stranger answer. The questions is asked: 

What is the meaning of the verse, "These are the sons of Seir the Horite, dwellers of the land"? (Genesis 36:20) Would 

I have thought that they dwelled in the skies?!" 

 

And the answer is even more interesting: 
Rather, [it comes to teach that] they were experts in settling the land. They would say, 'Plant this measure of land with 

olive trees. Plant this measure of land with grape vines. Plant this measure of land with fig trees.' And [why is he 

called] 'Horite'? Because they would smell the land [and know what to plant where]. And 'Hivite'? Rav Papa said that 

they would taste the land like a snake [and know what to plant].   

(Masechet Shabbat 85a) 

We learn that a profound knowledge of the particular characteristics of each parcel of land comes with an 

intimate experience of it. The verse is praising the Horites for this sensitivity that they have. To be a real 

inhabitant means to have a deep and intimate physical connection to the land that is derived from direct 

experience.  

 

On Tu B'shvat we ask ourselves, "how much are we part of the Land? And how much is the Land a part of us?" 

If the Bible is teaching us that the family of Esau was in such a profound partnership with the land, how much 

more so should each of us develop our own personal and direct experience of the Land! 

 

*** 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch explains that the mitzvah of the Sabbatical Year is the great act by which an 

entire nation proclaims Hashem as the true Owner and Master of the land. Through this act, the nation 

proclaims that it is a nation of strangers and sojourners on its own soil, dwelling upon it only through the 



permission of Hashem. This awareness does away with the arrogance of those who pride themselves for 

standing on their own soil, and who tend to become unsympathetic and harsh in dealing with those who are poor 

and without property. Rabbi Hirsch adds that the recognition that we are only strangers and sojourners on the 

land leads to a more loving and giving attitude towards others. He writes: "It engenders that frame of mind 

which lovingly includes the stranger, the poor, and also the animals, as creatures of Hashem who have the right 

to live in a land which belongs to Hashem, which all are to share in common." (Commentary to Exodus 

23:10,11)  

        

During the early days of the State of Israel, the secular establishment was hostile to the whole idea of 

"Shmittah" - the Sabbatical Year. They felt that the observance of Shmittah would conflict with their goal of 

creating a modern and prosperous state in the Middle East. It therefore took exceptional courage and faith for 

religious farmers of that period to attempt to observe the Torah's laws regarding Shmittah, especially since 

farmers in Israel depend to some degree on the support and cooperation of various government agencies.  

         

During that period, there was a beloved sage, Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, who was the founder and head 

of the Ponivez Yeshiva in Bnei Brak. Rabbi Kahaneman was aware of the economic and social difficulties 

facing those farmers who were striving to fulfill the teachings and laws of the Shmittah. On the eve of the 

Sabbatical Year, this sage traveled to Kibbutz Chafetz Chaim, a religious kibbutz which was keeping the 

Shmittah laws, for he desired to strengthen the spirit of the farmers. He spoke to them about the holiness of this 

"Shabbos for Hashem" - a holiness which permeates each plant and each "boimelah" (an affectionate Yiddish 

term for a tree). As the Shmittah year was about to begin, he suggested that every farmer go over and wish a 

tree, "Gut Shabbos, boimelah." He himself then kissed the earth and wished it a "Gut Shabbos"!  

        

It is written, "The land is Mine, for you are strangers and sojourners with Me" (Leviticus 25:23). With these 

words, say our sages, the Creator is conveying the following paradoxical message: "When it is Mine, then it will 

be yours" (Sifra). When we acknowledge that the land belongs to the Creator, then the Creator gives us the right 

to live in the land and to serve as its custodians. 

 

These speaking notes were created and piloted for Canfei Nesharim by the Young Israel Shomrei Emunah and 

the Kemp Mill Synagogue in Silver Spring, MD.  They are intended as a guide for community leaders 

conducting Canfei Nesharim’s “Appreciating Nature’s Blessings” Tu b’Shevat Seder, and as a resource for 

community leaders conducting other Torah and environment programs.  If you have questions about these 

.orgevonne@canfeinesharim., or need further information, please contact Evonne Marzouk at notes 

 


