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Learning From 
a Planter

I write this article as I prepare to travel 
to the States to mark my “little sister’s” first 
yahrzeit.  

I took Chana for granted. She was the 
youngest of us three siblings; and I suppose 
I never stopped seeing her as the baby of the 
family.

Imagine my astonishment when, after her 
untimely passing at the age of sixty-two, I had 
the opportunity to see Chana through the eyes 
of others. 

Countless students, parents and colleagues 
came to pay tribute to a master teacher; the 
educator who was able to reach students no 
one else could reach. Friend after friend spoke 
of their own true friend who cared deeply, 
whose selfless loyalty never wavered, even 
when others gave up. Community members 
told of continued acts of chessed, performed 
without publicity or fanfare. All this, while 
Chana and her husband, Avraham, raised 
nine wonderful children; all married in her 
lifetime, now raising families of their own.

How could I have failed to appreciate Chana 

fully? Why did I miss the real beauty of a life 
unfolding before my eyes? I recognize the 
general rule that, sadly, we often don’t real-
ize what we have until it’s gone. In Chana’s 
case, however, I am convinced that another 
phenomenon was in play. I spoke of it at her 
levaya, and I share it with you as a Tu B’Shvat 
message this year.

Many years ago, I heard a particularly pen-
etrating observation in the name of Rabbi 
Joseph Soloveitchik. The Rav noted the dis-
tinction between the way the Torah portrays 
“builders” and “planters.” 

Builders, the Rav maintained, are generally 
painted in the Torah in a negative light, while 
planters are portrayed positively.

As an immediate example… The first 
builder in the Torah is Adam and Chava’s 
son, Kayin. The Torah describes Kayin, in the 
aftermath of his horrific act of fratricide, as a 
“boneh ir, “the builder of a city.”  In contrast, 
concerning Avraham the text relates: Va’yita 
eishel b’Ve’er Sheva, vayikra sham b’shem 
HaShem Kayl Olam, “He planted a tree in 
Be’er Sheva and he proclaimed there in the 
Name of HaShem, God of Existence.” 

Underlying this distinction between build-
ers and planters, is the conceptual difference 
between the two paradigms. 1

1  It is important to note that, in this 
analysis, terms “builders” and “planters” are 
applied metaphorically. Like many of you, I 
am acquainted with numerous individuals 
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we are, when we recognize our shared place 
with others, instead of seeing ourselves as the 
“center of the universe.” How much smarter 
we are, when we find ways to “plant” seeds of 
knowledge in the minds of those around us. 
How much richer we are, when we focus on 
giving to others, rather than receiving from 
them. How eternal we become in this world, 
when we lovingly share these lessons and 
more with future generations.

Last Tu B’Shvat I sat shiva for my “little sis-
ter.” This Tu B’Shvat I reflect upon the lessons 
of a true “planter,” and I would invite you to 
do the same…

Let us appreciate the planters among us; 
and strive to be more like them. 

Rabbi Goldin is the author of the OU Press 
volumes “Unlocking the Torah Text,” and 
“Unlocking the Haggada."

A builder strives to make his own mark on 
the world, placing an artificial overlay on exis-
tence. A planter remains uniquely attuned 
to the natural rhythms of a surrounding 
world and quietly works within the existing 
framework. 

A builder is driven to realize his own vision. 
A planter works with shared visions.  

A builder wants to change reality. A planter 
wants to enhance reality.

A builder’s achievements are temporal, des-
tined to fade and decay over time. A planter’s 
seeds carry the potential for self-replenish-
ment, bearing intimations of eternity

My sister, Chana, was, above all, a planter…
More important to her than making her own 
mark, was enabling others to make theirs.  

Planters, by their nature, are less noticeable 
than builders. They make less noise. They are 
less public. They fly under the radar. That’s 
why, I believe, I didn’t fully see my sister 
during her lifetime. 

She was too busy making a difference to 
make a commotion...

And now, a year later, as Tu B’Shvat, “the 
New Year of the Trees,” approaches; Chana’s 
presence challenges me to pay more attention 
to the planters in my life. Even further, she 
tenderly urges me to be more like them. 

Chana reminds me how much healthier 

in the building profession, and certainly do 
not want to cast any aspersions upon that 
worthy profession.
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