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Between Life 
And Death

Our parsha begins with God telling 
Moshe to tell Aharon’s descendents, the 
Kohanim, that they are prohibited from 
becoming tamei – impure. They must not 
participate  in the burial of most dead peo-
ple “lnefesh lo itama b’amav” (21:1). 

We all know that dealing with the dead 
is a very important mitzvah of chesed so 
much so that the person who is occupied 
in burying the dead is exempt from other 
mitzvoth even from wearing tefillin, saying 
Shema and davening. It is one of the ways 
that we follow in the footsteps of God and 
do the mitzvah of  ‘Vhalchta bdrachav” 
(Dvarim 28). So it seems strange that the 
Kohanim would be prohibited from such 
an important mitzvah.

One reason is that the Kohanim need 
to remain pure so that they can do their 
important work in the Mishkan or Tem-
ple. Coming in contact with the dead 
would make them impure and then they 
wouldn’t be able to enter the Holy places 
and wouldn’t be able to do their work – so 
when there are other people who could 
bury the dead person it is best if they do 
it. 

The Oznaim LTorah brings another rea-
son. He says it is important for people to 

care for the dead and to go to the home of 
a mourner because all mortals will die one 
day and that way we can remind ourselves 
of our end and improve our behavior. He 
says that the Kohanim don’t need this 
reminder because they are always living 
in the shadow of death. Their job puts 
them on the tight wire between life and 
death every day since they work in the 
presence of God. If they come to the Holy 
areas to do their work in inappropriate 
ways, ( such as drunk, impure, without 
their special garments, without washing 
their hands and feet…)  the punishment is 
death. This we saw with the death of the 
two son’s of Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, 
“b’kirvatam lfnei Hashem” (10:1). They live 
with a constant threat of death so they are 
more apt to be careful with their behavior.

Yet there are a few exceptions to this 
prohibition, when the Kohanim are actu-
ally obligated to deal with the burial of a 
dead person, such as for the very close rel-
atives that are listed in verses 21:1-3 and 
for a dead person who has no one else to 
bury them. There are times in everyone’s 
life, even the Kohen’s, when they are con-
fronted with death and they must rise to 
those occasions as well. The Rambam 
learns from these verses the general mitzva 
for all Jews, not just kohanim, of aveilut - 
mourning. The Torah does not want us to 
ignore tragedies that may befall us. Crying 
and mourning are normal stages when 
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So what's so special about Tu B'Shvat? Is it 
a "real" holiday or something else? 

It is true that the Mishna calls it a "Rosh 
Hashana, a new year " for the trees. Yet it wasn't 
designated as a holy day, where we can't work, 
though we shouldn't fast or say Tachnun on Tu 
B'Shvat. So it is special in some way.

The Torah states " Take a tithe of all the seed 
crops that come forth in the field each year 
" ( Dvarim 14:22) Tu BShvat, the "new year" 
for trees, determines when one tree year 
ends and the next one begins, for terumot 
and maaserot purposes.

It seems a bit funny that it has become a 
custom to eat lots of fruits on Tu B'shvat. Didn't 
all of our problems start when the first man 
and woman ate a fruit from the wrong tree? 
Why remind God of how man sinned? Actually, 
when eating fruits in holiness, at a Tu B'Shvat 
seder, and reading verses and reciting blessings 
over the foods, it becomes a type of repentance 
and tikun for the sin of Adam & Eve. 

Another reason for eating fruits is to 
acquire the special holiness of the Shechina 
that rests in the fruits grown in the Land 
of Israel. We see this in the after blessing, 
called the three-faceted blessing (Bracha 
meen shalosh) since it is a single blessing that 
summarizes the three scripturally ordained 
blessings of the Birkat Hamazon. There we 

thank God "...for the good and spacious Land 
that You were pleased to give our forefathers 
as a heritage, to eat of its fruits and be satis-
fied with its goodness"

When we eat all the fruits it's also an oppor-
tunity to refresh our memory on the laws of 
blessings such as on which fruit to bless first. 
We can also focus on the fact that all our days 
are filled with so many things to be grateful 
for. Every delicious morsel and soothing drink 
provides us the opportunity to recognize and 
thank God and bless Him. As the Talmud tells 
us (Brachot 35a) "whoever enjoys this world's 
pleasures without reciting a blessing is tanta-
mount to one who steals from God". Tu B'Shvat 
is also a perfect day to eat a new fruit in order 
to have the opportunity to add the blessing of 
shehechiyanu on a new fruit. 

So Tu B'Shvat is a new year for the trees, 
a day to do teshuva for the sin of Adam and 
Eve, to acquire the holiness of the fruits of the 
Land of Israel, to appreciate those fruits, and 
improve our intentions in all our blessings. 
May we all be worthy to see the fulfillment 
of the words we say whenever we recite the 
Bracha Meen Shalosh: "Rebuild Jerusalem, the 
city of holiness, speedily in our days. Bring 
us up into it and gladden us in its rebuilding 
and let us eat from its fruit and be satisfied 
with its goodness and bless You upon it, in 
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holiness and purity"

So while you're eating as many fruits 
from Israel as you can on Tu B'Shvat, here's 
a cabbage salad filled with fruits to go along 
with them.

RED CABBAGE AND FRUIT SALAD  
FOR TU B'SHVAT

•	 1/2 red cabbage (500g), cored and shred-
ded or thinly sliced

•	 Red wine vinegar or cider vinegar
•	 5 dried apricots, diced
•	 5 dried dates, diced
•	 2 tbsp. golden raisins
•	 5 prunes, pitted and diced 
•	 1 tart, apple, unpeeled, cored and cut 

into julienne
•	 Pomegranate seeds 
•	 1-2 tbsps canola oil
•	 A number of pinches of cumin
•	 1/2 tsp silan, or to taste
•	 Salt and pepper to taste
•	 2-3 Tbsps walnut pieces

Place cabbage in a bowl. Add salt, pepper 
and vinegar and toss well. Cover and let stand 
for about 2 hours. Drain all but 1 Tbsp of the 
liquid. Add the fruits. Add oil. Add remain-
ing ingredients, toss well , taste and adjust to 
desired taste. Add walnuts just before serving 
and toss to mix well. 
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