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The Meaning of Tu B’Shvat:
The Hidden Season of Growth
By Rabbi Menachem Lehrfield
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Real growth takes time and persistence.
Why does Judaism celebrate Tu b’Shvat, the New Year for trees, right in the middle of winter when trees stand bare against a gray sky, seemingly lifeless? The answer reveals an essential lesson about personal growth and unlocking human potential.
The timing of Tu B’Shvat emerges from deep roots in Jewish law. The Talmud in Rosh Hashana establishes the 15th of the month of Shvat (in Hebrew ‘Tu” means 15 and Shvat is the name of the month) as one of the four new years in the Jewish calendar. It has legal significance in terms of setting the agricultural year for tithes as well as a festive component making it a minor holiday. This elevation of what might seem a minor agricultural milestone speaks to something far deeper than mere seasonal marking.

The Connection Between Humans and Trees
To understand this depth, we must first explore the connection between humans and trees in Jewish thought.
A tree requires four basic elements to thrive: soil, water, air, and fire (sunlight). Each element teaches us about human growth and potential.
Soil represents our need for strong roots - the values, traditions, and foundations that anchor us. Yet being grounded differs fundamentally from being stuck. Like a tree's roots, our connection to our past should provide stability while enabling growth.
Water, which the sages compare to Torah, must flow to be effective. It’s not enough to merely rain. Rain is needed in the right place in order to prevent droughts and irrigate the fields properly. I remember growing up in Florida as a young child and being so confused how we were in drought despite having hurricanes and tropical storms. It was explained to me that without rain in Florida's Lake Okeechobee that supplied water to the state having rain in South Florida did very little to increase the amount of water available in our taps and hoses. Similarly, wisdom must be actively channeled to where it's needed.
Air represents the divine breath, the soul that animates us with the potential for growth.
And fire symbolizes the passion and warmth of community that nurtures development. These four elements are essential in giving us the supportive environment we need to grow.

Unfolding Potential
When the Torah describes humanity's creation, it uses the word "Adam," connected to both "adamah" (earth) and "adameh" (I will be like the A-mighty). This dual etymology reveals humanity's unique position in creation - we are formed from the earth (base physicality) like all creatures, yet possess the divine ability to grow, to become, to transform. Our physical makeup is very similar to the animals – “behamah” in Hebrew, which is a contraction of "ba mah" (what it is, is in it), but unlike animals, humans embody continuous potential. Through our choices and determination, we can always elevate ourselves from animal like to G-dly. Animals remain static, whereas humans are unfolding potential.
This potential finds its perfect metaphor in the tree during winter. In the winter the tree may appear dead but it is very much alive. Beneath the frozen ground, invisible to all observers, the sap begins its slow ascent through the tree's branches. This hidden movement, this preparation for spring's dramatic flourishing, mirrors the deepest truths about authentic growth and transformation. Just as the magnificent blossoms of spring depend entirely on winter's hard work and unseen processes, our most important work happens in a slow but steady process, beneath the surface in ways we don’t notice.

Instant Gratification Vs Delayed Pleasure
We live in an age that promises and promotes instant transformation - from crash diets to get-rich-quick schemes that flood our social media feeds. This cultural impatience makes Tu B’Shvat's lesson even more vital. Consider the famous marshmallow test where researchers offered children a choice: one marshmallow now or two if they could wait 15 minutes. The children who demonstrated the capacity to delay gratification went on to show better outcomes across multiple life areas - from academic achievement to health and relationships. The ability to invest in unseen growth, to trust in processes that don't show immediate results, is fundamental to meaningful achievement. Mastery comes from sustained, deliberate practice. Success isn’t about innate ability, but about developing the mindset to value process over immediate results.

The Consequence of Adam and Eve Eating
from the Tree in the Garden of Eden
The growth cycles of trees also teach us profound truths about human development. After Adam and Eve ate from the tree in the Garden of Eden, humans were no longer sustained by fruit alone but required vegetables for our nutrition. Unlike fruit trees, which continue to grow and produce year after year, most vegetables must be replanted each season, as their entire plant is often consumed. Yet, fruit trees retain their unique nature, embodying the principle of hidden potential. Their fruit emerges only after long periods of growth and maturity, reminding us that the most valuable achievements require patience, perseverance, and trust in the process.
We often sabotage our own growth by demanding immediate, visible results. Consider how many of us approach exercise: "I'm going to work out every day!" we declare, only to abandon the commitment the next week when we don't see instant transformation. Or we tell ourselves, "I'll start on Monday when conditions are perfect," not realizing that growth begins in imperfect circumstances, just as the sap begins flowing in the depths of winter.
We consistently overestimate what we can accomplish in a day while underestimating what we can achieve in a lifetime.

Neither Failure or Success is Final
The paradox of growth is that we consistently overestimate what we can accomplish in a day while underestimating what we can achieve in a lifetime. Jewish wisdom teaches that the method by which the evil inclination typically operates is through incremental change - today suggesting one small compromise, tomorrow another, until the path of descent becomes clear. Yet this same principle of incremental change can be harnessed for positive transformation. Just as failure isn't final, neither is any single success - what matters is maintaining steady forward momentum, embracing each step of the journey rather than fixating on the destination.

The Very Real Change of Removing
Grain of Wheat by Grain of Wheat
Consider the physics of sand. Remove one grain from a large mound, and the change is imperceptible. Continue this process grain by grain, and eventually the transformation becomes undeniable. The question of exactly when the "large" mound became "small" is impossible to pinpoint - yet the change is very real. This principle applies to all meaningful growth, whether in learning, character development, or skill acquisition.
In the age of instant results and constant updates where we expect immediate response and visible progress, Tu B’Shvat arrives in the quiet of winter to remind us that real growth takes time. The most important changes often begin in ways we cannot see. Our apparent failures and dormant periods may be preparing us for future flowering. And just as each tree grows at its own pace while following the same natural laws, each person's path to growth is uniquely their own while following universal principles.

Reprinted from the current website of aish.com



The Difference Between a Jew and Pharoah in Doing Teshuva
And Coming Back to G-d
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week's Torah portion, Bo, speaks of the last three plagues visited on Egypt, and of the Jewish People's Exodus. It begins with G-d's command to Moses that he go to Pharaoh to warn him of the impending plague of locusts. G-d, however, states that Pharaoh will not heed the warning: "For I have hardened his heart... in order that you tell in the ears of your child and your child's child that which I have wrought in Egypt."
From this we learn that the locusts did not come as a punishment for Pharaoh's refusal to heed the warning; G-d had hardened his heart so that he would be unable to agree to free the Jews. But if such is the case, isn't it unjust for G-d to punish Pharaoh with a plague, when G-d Himself prevented him from acceding to Moses' demand?
The commentators explain that during the first five plagues Pharaoh had free will; he could have allowed the Jews to leave. It was only after Pharaoh rebelled against G-d - "Who is G-d that I should listen to His voice?" - that his free will was taken away. This punishment clearly fit the crime: Pharaoh questioned G-d's authority and boasted of his own might, so he was shown that he did not even have the power to make his own decisions. Pharaoh was thus fully subjugated to the will of G-d.
Furthermore, Pharaoh's behavior during the plague of locusts underscored his impotence. When even his servants begged him to free the Jews - "Let the people go... Do you not yet know that Egypt is lost?" - Pharaoh immediately agreed and declared to Moses and Aaron, "Go worship your G-d." But at that very instant G-d hardened his heart and Pharaoh was forced to renege on his promise.
Even with this explanation we are still left with a philosophical problem. Why did Moses and Aaron have to go through the motions of issuing a formal warning if they knew that there was no chance that Pharaoh would agree to their request?
It is explained in Tanya, the central work of Chabad Chasidic philosophy, that even a person who is so sunken into evil ways that "he is not provided with a means to repent," even he can overcome and find his way back to righteousness. Even the most corrupt and abominable sinner can return to G-d.
If Pharaoh, totally self-centered, wicked and deprived of his free will, could have prevented the final plagues from befalling his nation by exerting supreme effort to overcome the hardening of his heart, how much more so is it possible for every Jew to overcome his negative character traits.
A Jew's G-dly soul is called "an actual part of G-d," and is in his possession always; the soul remains faithful to G-d even if the body commits a sin. A Jew always has the power to do teshuva, to return to G-d and live in harmony with his true essence. G-d awaits the return of every single Jew, for he can only sin externally, as his internal nature is untouched and holy.

Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 2003/5763 edition of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization. Adapted from the works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe. 



Rav Avigdor Miller on How
Can We Be Happy When We
See Others Who are Suffering?

[image: ]

QUESTION: How can we be happy when we pass by a person with a physical disability? Aren’t we hurting that person when he sees us, that we’re able to function in a way that he cannot?
ANSWER: And the answer is this. There are two parts to this subject. One part is sympathy; yes. This week I saw two things. I saw first a man without one arm. And I said, “Baruch Hashem, I have two arms.” I started shaking my arms like this. You have to appreciate two arms. “Baruch Hashem, I have two arms.” One sleeve of this man was empty. It was sent min haShamayim to make me aware that I have two arms. Don’t forget about it! All your life you forget about that great gift; you have two arms! 
Then also this week I saw another thing. A man was in a wheelchair; he had only one foot. “Ooh,” I said, “Two feet, what a blessing it is! You can hop, skip and jump. Two feet! What a chessed it is!”
And we have to utilize that. We must utilize that and learn how to thank Hashem: “Thank You for what You did to me that I’m not sitting in a wheelchair!” You must think that. That’s why He sent it. It was a vision granted for the purpose of making you more aware of how fortunate you are and how much you owe to Hashem.
At the same time, you have to have sympathy. Yes. You have to have sympathy too. It’s not a contradiction at all. The happier you are, the more sympathy you have for him. “Look how happy I am, and he doesn’t have it. Ah, it is a pity on him.” Have sympathy. 
What will you do with the sympathy? I can’t tell you right now — there may be various ways — but at least you can say, “Hakadosh Baruch Hu, he looks like a decent man, maybe he’s a shomer mitzvos even. Let’s hope that You’ll comfort him and make him happy despite his disability.”
So have sympathy, but the sympathy should not rob you of utilizing the opportunity of learning how to thank Hashem and always, always remember to be grateful to Hashem that you have two hands and two feet. 

Reprinted from the Parshas Vaeira 5786 email of Torah Avigdor based on a Thursday night lecture by Rav Avigdor Miller, zt”l from May 13, 1999.

Thoughts that Count
for Parsha Bo

This month shall be unto you the beginning of months (Ex. 12:2)
Each month when we sanctify the new moon we say, "David, King of Israel, is living and enduring." Every month, when the moon diminishes and seems to disappear for a short time, there is no doubt in our minds that it still exists and that it will eventually reappear. Similarly, although its reign is now in a period of dormancy, we have faith that the House of King David will rule in all its glory with the coming of Moshiach. (Rama)

And in order that you may tell in the ears of your son...and you shall know that I am G-d (Ex. 10:2)
How can a parent imbue his children with a sincere faith in G-d? "You shall know that I am G-d" - you yourselves must believe in G-d first, before you teach your offspring. (Rabbi Yehoshua Rokeach)

They did not see one another, nor did anyone rise from his place (10:23)
The worst kind of darkness is when a person does not see his brother or extend his hand to help the needy. When one ignores his responsibilities and makes believe that the problems of others don't exist, the end result is that he himself will suffer and not be able to rise. (Chidushei HaRim)

And you shall eat it in haste (12:11)
Why the big rush when the Children of Israel finally left Egypt? Didn't their extreme haste give the mistaken impression that they had to escape quickly? Pharaoh actually wanted them to leave; they could have departed at a more leisurely pace. However, leaving Egypt was not a mere geographical move for the Jews; it was a moral step in the right direction. It was a step away from the world of spiritual degradation they had become accustomed to in Egypt. When a person desires to sever his connection to evil, it must be done all at once and not gradually. A person must grab the first opportunity that presents itself to escape from a negative influence. (Chasidic teachings)

Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 2003/5763 edition of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization. 

Is Vaping Kosher?
By Yehuda Shurpin
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Vaping, which is marketed as a healthier alternative to smoking or as tool to stop smoking, has turned into a widespread practice, especially among teenagers and young adults. This raises halachic questions, including questions of kashrut.
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a7199337]Before we get into kashrut, one point needs to be clear. Discussing the kashrut of vaping is not an endorsement of the practice. Indeed, many rabbinic authorities strongly discourage vaping because of health risks, pointing to the Torah’s instruction to guard one’s health.1 But since vaping is already prevalent, we should understand the kashrut concerns.

How Vaping Works, and Why It
May Be Considered “Consuming”
Unlike conventional cigarettes, e-cigarettes work by heating a liquid, commonly called e-juice. When the user inhales, a battery-powered coil heats the liquid, turning it into an aerosol. That vapor enters the mouth, condenses into droplets, and reaches the throat, delivering flavor and nicotine without combustion or smoke.
[bookmark: footnoteRef2a7199337]Because the vapor reaches the throat, many maintain that vaping is halachically classified as a form of eating or drinking. In halachic terms, what is being taken in is considered zei’ah (vapor), and it retains the halachic status of its source, unlike odors, which can lose the status of their source.2

Kosher-Sensitive Ingredients
If vaping is treated as a form of consumption, then we need to look closely at the ingredients to determine whether they are kosher-sensitive.
[bookmark: footnoteRef3a7199337]E-juice typically includes propylene glycol, nicotine, flavorings and glycerin. Nicotine and propylene glycol are bitter and generally inedible, and that can sometimes lessen certain kashrut concerns. But there is another issue. Since these substances are being intentionally taken in, the principle of achshevei applies—i.e., since they are being deliberately consumed, we cannot disregard them.3
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a7199337]That said, the primary ingredient of concern is usually glycerin, a sweet substance commonly used in food and medicine that can be produced from either vegetable sources or non-kosher animal fat. Some halachic authorities point out that in the United States, the vast majority of glycerin used today is vegetable-based. That might allow room, in limited situations, to rely on the halachic majority.4
[bookmark: footnoteRef5a7199337]But most are of the opinion that vaping products require reliable kosher certification. Why? Because the same equipment is often used for both vegetable and animal-based glycerin, because achshevei remains an issue for the other ingredients, and because we are dealing with a possible biblical prohibition of consuming non-kosher (a safek de’oraita).5

Even More Careful on Passover
Passover adds another layer of concern.
Glycerin and propylene glycol don’t usually present chametz issues. But other components, especially flavorings and nicotine, often do. Flavorings may be produced using grain-based alcohol (ethanol) as a solvent or extractant, which creates a real chametz risk. Nicotine, whether extracted from tobacco or synthesized, may also involve ethanol at different stages of production.
And on Passover, chametz is forbidden not only for eating, but even for deriving benefit. So inhaling vapor that contains chametz is prohibited, even if someone argues that vaping is not classic “eating.”
[bookmark: footnoteRef6a7199337]In fact, there is precedent. Historically, the Rabbis ruled that tobacco soaked in beer was forbidden to smoke on Passover, even though smoking was not considered drinking.6
Accordingly, vaping products raise significant chametz concerns on Passover and should not be assumed permissible without explicit Kosher-for-Pesach certification.
Bottom Line
The ideal, of course, is to avoid vaping altogether. But for those who do vape, it is strongly preferable to use products with trusted kosher certification (and yes, they do exist on the market).

Footnotes
1. Deuteronomy 4:9; see also Talmud, Berachot 32b and Shavuot 36b.
2. See Psakim V’teshuvot 108:12, fn. 115.
3. See, for example, Taz and Mishnah Berurah on Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 442:8; Shulchan Aruch Harav 442:32.
4. For a discussion of those who permit it, see Omek Hapshat, no. 206; Shu”t Avnei Dorech 19:174; Poskim V’teshuvot 108:12, fn. 115.
5. See Psokim V’teshuvot 108:12, fn. 115. This is also the opinion of a number of the leading Kashrut organizations in the US.
6. See Magen Avraham, Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 467:10; Maharam Schick, Orach Chaim 242.


Golem Row
By Rabbi Fischel Schachter
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Rabbi Fischel Schachter

I struggled to focus in school as a child. I vividly remember that in third grade, the classroom was divided into three rows. One row was for the strongest students. The middle row was for the average group. And then there was the third row the one no one spoke about officially, but everyone knew what it was called.
The golem row.
That was my row.
It didn’t even bother me all that much. I assumed it was simply a fact of life. Some kids were smart, some were average, and some were… golems.
One day, the fluorescent lights above the golem row went completely dark. I thought it to be natural. After all, it was the golem row. So, my rebbe rearranged us. “Everyone under those lights, move over,” he said. And so, I picked myself up and slid into the middle row. I was elated. I thought I had been promoted.
A few minutes later, the electrician fixed the lights. “Okay,” my rebbe said, “everyone go back to your places.” And just like that, I was back.
That night, I mentioned it casually to my father. “I thought I was finally moving out of the golem row,” I said. “Turns out it just needed a quick electrician repair.” My father said nothing.
Two weeks later, he took me out of the school.
I was confused. “Why?” I asked. 
“There’s a new school opening,” he said. “They need students. This school
has plenty.”
It took me years to understand what my father had really done. After all, a golem stays a golem—unless someone intervenes.
Years later, I asked him why he never explained the real reason at the time.
He told me. “The only one who ever gets to decide whether you’re a golem is you. If I tell you you were a victim, that you were labeled, you’ll use that story for the rest of your life. I wasn’t going to let that happen.”
One of the most powerful weapons of the yetzer hara is a single sentence: “You blew it.”
This is exactly what Rav Yisrael Taub of Modzitz, the Divrei Yisroel, underscores in explaining the famous Pasuk recited in Shema.
“V’lo sasuru acharei levavchem—Do not let your heart say, ‘I failed.’ V’acharei eineichem—And do not let what your eyes saw convince you it’s game over.” Rather, “V’asisem es kol mitzvosai—Perform the mitzvos.” You can still act. You can still choose. And the moment you decide to choose, everything changes.
I once went to Luna Park, where they have on exhibit a haunted house. It reminded me of the story I once heard of a boy who walked into one of these houses and grew terrified, like many do. There were ghosts, shadows and eerie music; the whole works. When he finally walked out, he realized he lost his yarmulke inside.
“Go back in and get it,” he was told by one of the employees. The boy couldn’t imagine doing so.
The man smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll turn on the lights.” He walked back in and suddenly the ghosts he sees are made of plastic and the shadows are cardboard. The fear instantly dissolved. Nothing was real. Everything was an illusion.
All the ghosts in our lives—the labels, the failures, the fears, the golems we think we are—lose their power the moment the lights go on. No one can say you blew it unless you agree with them. And when you refuse to say it yourself, even the golem row becomes a place of greatness.
So, turn on the light… and watch everything change.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayigash 5786 email of the Torahanytime Newsletter as compiled and edited by Elon Perchik.
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