Reimagining Tu B’Shevat
A Resource Guide

Prepared by Congregation Beth Adam and OurJewishCommunity.org with support from The Jewish Foundation of Cincinnati

A Note to Parents
Tu B’Shevat is known as the birthday of the trees. But for many, it’s not a holiday that they know at
all. Given that it is a “lesser” Jewish holiday, it not surprising that many folks don’t know much about the
holiday and don’t celebrate it at all. This resource guide has been developed to help families explore ideas
and values that can be derived from looking at the holiday through different lenses. It can become an
opportunity for adults and children to have conversations about important ideas. So journey with us as we
explore the birthday of the trees and see where it leads us.
On birthdays we celebrate how awesome someone is and how much we love and care for them. On
Tu B’Shevat, we celebrate how amazing and wonderful the environment is. Part of that celebrating means
asking ourselves what WE need to do to take care of the environment. How can we take better care of our
world?
Tu B’Shevat is all about caring. Trees take care of us by creating the air we breathe, sheltering us from
weather, providing food, and making the world more beautiful. Trees take care of us and when we are at our
best, we take care of trees and our world. To take care of our world, we must first take care of ourselves. We
must take care of our hearts, our bodies, and our minds in order to be able to also take care of the world.
Sometimes caring for others can be easier than caring for ourselves, and sometimes it can be harder. The
following activities and resources are designed to help you explore new ways you can care for yourself,
others, and the environment.
Feel free to make this guide your own, adapting the activities and discussion questions for your friends’
and family’s unique needs. And remember, as with all Jewish holidays, there is no one right way to celebrate
Tu B’Shevat! There are no rules, just endless opportunities to have fun and make the world a better place!
Happy Tu B’Shevat!
Robert B. Barr, Rabbi
Iah Pillsbury, Rabbinic Intern
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Table of Contents
Tu B’Shevat at a Glance ..................................................... Page 1
FAQs about Tu B’Shevat ..................................................... Page 2
Discussion Questions ........................................................ Page 3
Discussion-Generating Activities.......................................... Page 4
Activities........................................................................ Pages 5 - 9
Caring for Ourselves .................................................. Page 5
Caring for Others ...................................................... Pages 6 - 7
Caring for Our World .................................................. Pages 8 - 9
A Sacred Text: The Lorax, by Dr. Seuss (discussion questions) ... Page 10
A Tu B’Shevat Poem .......................................................... Page 11
Coloring Book Pages ......................................................... Pages 12 - 22
Games: Maze .................................................................. Page 23
Acknowledgments ........................................................... Page 24

Tu B’Shevat at a Glance
Tu B’Shevat is the birthday of the trees. Traditionally, many Jews celebrate the holiday
by planting trees in their home communities or sending money to organizations in
Israel that plant trees there. Some Jews also have Tu B’Shevat seders, or ritual meals,
where they talk about and eat different kinds fruits and vegetables and remember
how important safeguarding the environment really is.
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FAQs about Tu B’Shevat
Is Tu B’Shevat a holiday in the bible?
No! Tu B’Shevat comes from the Mishnah, a Jewish legal text from the first century.

Why is Tu B’Shevat called Tu B’Shevat?
Each Hebrew letter also has a numeric value. The holiday Tu B’Shevat takes place on the 15th (tu) of the
Jewish month Shevat, so the holiday is named for its date rather than what it is about.

How many Jewish new years are there?
The Mishnah1 describes four different kinds of new years: the Jewish or liturgical new year (Rosh Hashanah),
the new year for the trees (Tu B’Shevat), the new year for the kings (governmental year), and the new year
for tithing cattle (fiscal year).

Where does the holiday really come from?
According to some scholars, Tu B’Shevat was originally the folk holiday of midwinter that was later
incorporated into the liturgical year.2

1

Rosh Hashanah 1:1.

2

Hayyim Schauss, The Jewish Festivals: A Guide to Their History and Observance (New York: Schocken Books, 1996), p. 277; Theodor H Gaster,
Festivals of the Jewish Year: A Modern Interpretation and Guide (New York: William Morrow, 1974), p. 254.
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Discussion Questions
1. Tu B’Shevat is the birthday of the trees. Why are birthdays important? What do you think we are really
trying to celebrate when we celebrate a birthday?

2. Sometimes long-term goals, like taking care of the environment, get pushed aside for short-term goals.
How do you set goals in your own life? How do you balance between the short and the long term?

3. What responsibility do we have to generations who come after us? What responsibilities do we have
to ourselves in our own lifetimes? What about to the generations who came before us like parents,
grandparents, and mythic ancestors?

4. What helps you feel cared for? How do you show others you care for them?
5. When do you feel respected? How do you treat other people with respect?
6. If you could be one kind of nonhuman living being, what would you be? Would you want to be a plant or
an animal? Why? Can you think of any reasons why someone else might choose differently than you did?
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Discussion-Generating Activities
Sometimes it can feel uncomfortable to start big conversations with our friends and family.
Here are a few activities that are designed to help you get started.

1. How much stuff do you throw out without recycling or repurposing every day? Are there any items in

your trash that can be repurposed and turned into something awesome or a work of art? Are there things
we can give away so that other people could use what we’re not using? Spend a few minutes as a family
going through “would-be-garbage” and turn it into something new!

2. What do you think a tree thinks about all day? Have everyone in your family create their own story about
a tree that you all know and love. Then tell each other your tree legends. How is each story different? Are
there common elements that make all your stories similar?

3. Sometimes there are TOO many ways we can make the world better, so we get overwhelmed and have a
hard time starting. Make a list of five easy things you can do to be more environmentally conscious in
your daily life and share it with someone you care about.

4. Is there an environmental issue that you’ve heard of, think sounds important, but don’t know very much
about? Spend a few minutes doing Internet research and then share what you learned with your family
and friends. Is there something you can do as a group of caring people to educate or organize others
around this issue?

5. Many families and communities choose to host a Tu B’Shevat seder (special meal) to celebrate all of the

different kinds of delicious fruits and plants in our world. You too can create your own seder simply by
picking five random foods from your refrigerator and creating a metaphor or legend around each one as
a family.
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Activities

Caring for Ourselves
1. Mirror: You are a unique and fabulous person. Make a list of all the things you love about yourself

and that make you especially you. Now look in a mirror and read your list to yourself or have a friend
or family member read it to you. With each item, also add a reason why it is true. If, for example, one
of the things you love about yourself is that you are kind, say out loud all the recent times you can
think of when you were kind/showed kindness (for example, I complimented a friend, I helped my
sister when she was upset, etc.).
• Something to think about: Sometimes it can be easy to either overlisten or underlisten to
compliments and how other people see us. Did it feel different listening to/saying phrases like “I am a
good friend or I am responsible” than the examples of how you had acted that way? Which felt more
meaningful? Why do you think that is?

2. Becoming a Plant: What is your favorite kind of plant? By yourself, or with a friend or family

member, go on a magical plant adventure. Imagine and pretend you are a little seed and your entire
world depends on getting yourself sprouted and growing into the plant of your dreams. What would
you do? Where would you go? What animals or plants would you ask for help? Who would you hide
from? How does it feel to be a seed? What about a seedling? Or a growing plant? Do you move? Stay
still? Do people or animals depend on you?
• Something to think about: Part of caring for ourselves is caring for our bodies as well as for our
minds and our hearts. What are some things you can do to help yourself grow from a human seedling
into a big strong adult? Staying still sometimes and paying attention to what we need and who needs
us can be an important first step.

3. Becoming an Animal: What is your favorite kind of animal? By yourself, or with a friend or family

member, go on a magical animal adventure. Imagine and pretend you are that animal and the only
thing you need to do is take care of yourself and be yourself. What would you do? Where would you
go? What animals would you ask for help? Who would you hide from?
• Something to think about: How was the world different as an animal? What was harder and what
was easier? Did you feel more like yourself pretending to be an animal? Was it frustrating not to be
able to talk like a human?
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Activities

Caring for Others
1. “I Love You” Flowers: Sometimes we forget to do the most simple thing of all, telling those we love

that we love them and why.
• Materials: Three different colors of tissue paper (or more), scissors, pipe cleaner or string, scotch
tape
• Directions: First, decide who you are going to make your “I love you” flower for. Next, choose three
(or more) colors of tissue paper that remind you of your friend or family member. Take those sheets
and lay them on top of one another in a stack. Then either fold the stack of papers like an accordion
(http://www.instructables.com/id/Tissue-Paper-Flowers/step2/Fold-your-Paper/) or crunch the stack
of papers together in your hands so it looks like a bow. Next, wrap a pipe cleaner tightly around the
center, leaving one end of the pipe cleaner longer so you can use it for a stem. If you want to, you
can use the scissors to round the corners of your accordion (this will turn into petals in a minute).
Then gently open up the flower accordion/bow and begin pulling the top layer straight up all the way
around the flower. Careful! Tissue paper can rip easily. Keep fluffing and adjusting your flower until
you like the look of it (Scotch tape works great for creative repairs) and then give it to the person you
made it for. When you deliver it, make sure and tell them why you picked the colors you did and what
they mean to you!
• Something to think about: Are there certain colors that remind you of special people, feelings, or
places? How does reminding yourself of good memories make you feel?
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Caring for Others (cont.)
2. Thank You Contest: Sometimes it can be easy to take each other for granted, especially the people
we see and love the most. Get your friends and family together and have a contest to see who can
say “thank you” the most times, or in the most meaningful ways, over the course of a day or a week.
You can even make your own awesome score sheet and unique set of rules and prizes—just make sure
everyone who is playing the game gets a say in what the rules and the prizes are!
• Something to think about: Were you surprised by how frequently you were saying “thank you”
during the contest? Did it feel weird or silly at first? Was it easier to say “thank you” at the beginning
of the contest or the end? Did it feel different when you said “thank you” as opposed to someone
thanking you? Which did you like better? Why do you think that is?

3. Quality Time Card Deck: Sometimes it can be difficult to find quality time to spend with our

friends and family and sometimes it can be hard to remember all of the awesome things we could
do together, not all of which require large amounts of time—it’s the quality, not the quantity, that
counts!
• Materials: Index cards, markers or colored pencils
• Directions: Sit down with friends or family members and a stack of blank index cards. On each
card, draw a picture or write down something you would enjoy doing together. Try and think of
as many as you can, and as many different kinds of activities as you can—things like telling jokes,
reading a story, going for a walk, volunteering at a shelter, sharing a meal, doing some gardening,
having a spontaneous dance party, doing an art project, etc. After you are done assembling your
deck of activities, agree on how and when you are going to use them!
• Something to think about: Sometimes the best time we spend with people we love is not the
longest or the most complicated activity. Sometimes the head space we are in matters a lot more than
what activity we do with the other person. Are there things you do that help you connect and spend
quality time with people you love? Are there things that get in the way?

4. Volunteer!: Is there are local food bank or homeless shelter near you? Or perhaps an afterschool
program or some other organization that helps people in your area? Consider finding an issue you
care about and donating your time or money as a family.
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Activities

Caring for Our World
1. Did You Know:
• The plastic bottles used in bottled water take over 1,000 years to biodegrade. And only one out
of five plastic water bottles is recycled. That means four of those water bottles go into landfills or
become trash.

• What behavior might you and your family adopt that responds to these facts?
• Just like plastic water bottles, plastic bags take 1,000 years to degrade. That means every plastic
bag ever made still exists today. It has been reported in The Wall Street Journal that in the United
States alone, we use 100 billion plastic shopping bags per year.

• What behavior might you and your family adopt that responds to this fact?
• Textiles (which include clothing) account for 6% of all garbage—that’s about 10.5 million tons of

textiles that go to landfills. As Americans, we only recycle or donate 15% of our used clothing. [Source:
The Council on Textile Recycling]

• What behavior might you and your family adopt that responds to this fact?
2. Tree Year’s Resolution: What are your new New Year’s resolutions for helping our planet? How are
you going to help save water this year? Recycle more? Generate less trash? Write down all your New
Year’s resolutions and place them in key spots around your house where you’ll see them and keep
yourself on track!
• Something to think about: Sometimes it can be easy to get caught up in all the things we want
to do to make the world better, but it’s a lot harder to follow through. Try and think of concrete and
easy ways you can make your resolutions happen!
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Caring for Our World cont.
3. Trash Adventures: Go on a trash walk in your neighborhood with your parents. Take large trash

bags with you and fill them with the discarded trash you come across. If you feel like making the walk
extra adventuresome, create a legend about how each object got here, or what it could be used for in
a perfect world.

4. Start a Campaign!: Choose an environmental issue you care about as a family, then get educated

and organized. Talk to your friends and extended family members about the issue you care about;
make posters for school, organize a fund-raiser, or post on social media and tag ourjewishcommunity.
org so we can help spread the word!

5. Volunteer!: Is there are local composting or gardening collective near you? Or perhaps an animal
shelter or some other organization that helps animals and the environment in your area? Consider
finding an issue you care about and donating your time or money as a family.
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A Sacred Text:
The Lorax, by Dr. Seuss
The meaning and message of Tu B’Shevat aren’t just found in Jewish texts. Concerns about the
environment aren’t specifically a Jewish issue. The health and stability of our planet are (or should be) a
concern for all people. Fortunately, there is a wonderful “text” (not a religious one) that adults and kids
can read together to explore this crucial issue.
The Lorax by Dr. Seuss is a wonderful book that teaches children about environmental issues as well
as personal responsibility. We recommend reading the book with children. The time spent reading the
story is also an opportunity to be together and share a special time. Also, reading the story gives adults
and children an opportunity to make up silly voices as they read. The interaction that can take place when
reading can be very memorable for both parent and child.
Below are discussion questions based upon The Lorax. Obviously, the age of the children will
determine how deep you will probe each of the questions.

1. The Lorax speaks for the trees in the book. Who speaks for the trees in our world?
2. The Lorax “speaking for the trees” takes on the role of being concerned for the future. Who speaks
for the future in our world?

3. The Lorax wasn’t just concerned for the trees but also for the environment. Who speaks for the
environment today?

4. Why should anyone care about the trees/future/environment? Why should we be concerned with
people who will live after us?

5. What activities can each of us do to “protect” the environment? Come up with two ideas that adults
and children can do together.

6. The Once-ler says, “UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get

better. It’s not.” Is that a message for us? What is the message? (This is a wonderful opportunity to
discuss with children how their actions can impact the environment and those around them.)
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A Tu B’Shevat Poem

After reading the poem, share your thoughts and reactions with one another

of all things alive, we are most like trees
each year we begin anew
new branches, new leaves
new hopes
of all things alive, we are most like trees
each beginning carries the past
we grow stronger, but less nimble
slowed by rings of memory
layers of deeds
weight of words
of all things alive, we are most like trees
we are rooted to the ground that holds us
just as it holds us back
like trees, we shed what remains
nourish our souls
seek the light
like trees we give ourselves a new beginning
of imagination and wonder and dreams

© Congregation Beth Adam 2016

Page 11

\Coloring Book Pages

© Congregation Beth Adam 2016

Page 12

Color Me

Games: Maze

© Congregation Beth Adam 2016

Page 23

Acknowledgements:
Alan Brown, Photonics Inc., Cincinnati, Ohio
Alli Cohen, rabbinic student
Rachel Gross-Prinz, rabbinic student
Simon Stratford, rabbinic student
Shelley Cowan, writer
Simi Barr, science educator

Page 24

www.ourjewishcommunity.org

www.bethadam.org

