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Gardens and Judaism 

Three Reasons Why Jews Don’t Do Gardens 

 

1. Sociology 

Isaiah Berlin – The Jewish people have suffered from too much history and not enough geography. 

 

2. Theology 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath, pp6-8 

The Bible is more concerned with time than with space… One of the most important facts in the history 

of religion was the transformation of agricultural festivals into commemorations of historical events. The 

festivals of ancient peoples were intimately linked with nature’s seasons. They celebrated what 

happened in the life of nature in the respective seasons. Thus the value of the festive day was 

determined by the things nature did or did not bring forth. In Judaism, Passover, originally a spring 

festival, became a celebration of the exodus from Egypt; the Feast of Weeks (Shavuot), an old harvest 

festival at the end of the wheat harvest became the celebration of the day on which the Torah was given 

at Sinai; the Feast of the Booths (Tabernacles/Succot) an old fesitvak of vintage, commemorates the 

dwelling of the Israelites in booths during their sojourn in the wilderness. To Israel the unique events of 

historic time were spiritually more significant that the reptetive process in the cycle of nature, even 

though physical sustenance depended on the latter. While the deities of other peoples were associated 

with places or things, the God of Israel was the God of events; the Redeemer from slavery, the Revealer 

of the Torah, manifesting Himself in events of history rather than in thigns or places. Thus, the faith in 

the unembodied, in the unimaginable was born. 

 

3. The Desert as the environment of choice 

 

 Ch.2 Yirmiyahu (central motif of Rosh Hashanna liturgy) – ב פרק ירמיהו

י ְיקָֹּוק ָאַמר כֹּה  ךְ  ְכלּולָֹּתיִּךְ  ַאֲהַבת ְנעּוַריִּךְ  ֶחֶסד ָלךְ  ָזַכְרתִּ ְדָבר ַאֲחַרי ֶלְכתֵּ   ְזרּועָ  לֹּא ְבֶאֶרץ ַבמִּ

Thus said the Lord: I remember you for the kindness of your youth, the love of your nuptials, for your 

following Me into the desert, into a land which was not sown. 

  

 Tehilliim (Psalms) 95:10- (included in Friday night liturgy) 11- צה פרק תהלים

י ֲאֶשר( יא) :ְדָרָכי ָיְדעּו לֹּא ְוהֵּם הֵּם לֵָּבב תֹּעֵּי ַעם ָואַֹּמר ְבדֹור ָאקּוט ָשָנה ַאְרָבעִּים( י)  ֶאל ְיבֹּאּון אִּם ְבַאפִּי נְִּשַבְעתִּ

י  :ְמנּוָחתִּ

For forty years you spurned Me in the desert and I said that they are a rebellious people who do not 

know My ways. And I swore in My anger that you shall not come to My resting place (Israel) 

 

Nevertheless garden imagery is put to many uses in Jewish thought  

1. The first man, Adam, is a gardener whose duty is ‘to cultivate and to guard’ the garden 

2. The Torah as ‘a tree of life to those who hold fast to it’ – Mishlei (Proverbs) 3 

3. ‘There are four new years… Bet Shamai said the first of Shevat is the new year for the trees, Bet 

Hillel said it is the fifteenth of the month’ (Mishna Rosh Hashanna 1:1) 
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4. Messianic imagery often associated with agriculture – swords into ploughshares etc 

 

 Amos Ch.9:13-15 ט פרק עמוס

נֵּה( יג) ים הִּ ךְ  ֲעָנבִּים ְודֹּרֵּךְ  ַבקֹּצֵּר חֹורֵּש ְונִַּגש ְיקָֹּוק ְנֻאם ָבאִּים ָימִּ יפּו ַהָזַרע ְבמֹּשֵּ טִּ יס ֶהָהרִּים ְוהִּ  ַהְגָבעֹות ְוָכל ָעסִּ

ְתמֹוַגְגָנה י( ידתִּ י ְשבּות ֶאת ְוַשְבתִּ ים ְוָנְטעּו וְָיָשבּו ְנַשמֹות ָערִּים ּוָבנּו יְִּשָראֵּל ַעמִּ  ְוָאְכלּו ַגנֹות ְוָעשּו יֵּיָנם ֶאת ְוָשתּו ְכָרמִּ

ים( טו) :ְפרִּיֶהם ֶאת ַעל עֹוד יִָּנְתשּו ְולֹּא ַאְדָמָתם ַעל ּוְנַטְעתִּ י ֲאֶשר ַאְדָמָתם מֵּ  :ֱאלֶֹּהיךָ  ְיקָֹּוק ָאַמר ָלֶהם ָנַתתִּ

Behold days are coming, says the Lord, that the plowman shall meet the reaper and the treader of the 

grapes the one who carries the seed, and the mountains shall drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall 

melt. And I will return the captivity of My people Israel, and they shall rebuild desolate cities and inhabit 

[them], and they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make gardens and eat their 

produce. And I will plant them on their land, and they shall no longer be uprooted from upon their land, 

that I have given them, said the Lord your God 

 

Environmentalist motifs in classical Jewish sources 
 

  Midrash Kohelet Rabba 7:1-  ז פרשה( וילנא) רבה קהלת

 נטלו הראשון אדם את ה"הקב שברא בשעה, עותו אשר את לתקן יוכל מי כי האלהים מעשה את ראה[ ג"י] א

 תן, בראתי בשבילך שבראתי מה וכל הן ומשובחין נאים כמה מעשי ראה לו ואמר עדן גן אילני כל על והחזירו

 , אחריך שיתקן מי אין קלקלת שאם, עולמי את ותחריב תקלקל שלא דעתך

See the works of God – for who can fix that which He has established. At the time that the Holy One 

‘See how , created the first man, He introduced him to every tree in the Garden of Eden, and said to him

wonderful and pleasant these trees are. And all of this I have created for you; therefore take great care 

that you do not damage and destroy My world, for if you do who will be able to fix them afterwards?’ 

 

The stories of Choni the Circle Maker (third chapter of Tractate Ta’anit in the Babylonian Talmud) 

Honi the Wise One was also known as Honi the Circle Maker. By drawing a circle and stepping inside of 

it, he would recite special prayers for rain, sometimes even argue with God during a drought, and the 

rains would come. He was, indeed, a miracle maker. As wise as he was, Honi sometimes saw something 

that puzzled him. Then he would ask questions so he could unravel the mystery. 

One day, Honi the Circle Maker was walking on the road and saw a man planting a carob tree. Honi 

asked the man, "How long will it take for this tree to bear fruit?" 

The man replied, "Seventy years." 

Honi then asked the man, "And do you think you will live another seventy years and eat the fruit of this 

tree?" 

The man answered, "Perhaps not. However, when I was born into this world, I found many carob trees 

planted by my father and grandfather. Just as they planted trees for me, I am planting trees for my 

children and grandchildren so they will be able to eat the fruit of these trees. 
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Agriculture, Plants and Gardens in Jewish Law 

A short overview of Seder Zera’im – The Order of Seeds – The First Order of the 

Mishna 
 

Tractates within Seder Zera’im 

- Brachot (Blessings) – much of which focuses on approaching God through appreciation of the 

natural world, as in the following Talmudic piece from Brachot 35b 

 . מעל - ברכה בלא הזה העולם מן הנהנה וכל, ברכה בלא הזה העולם מן שיהנה לאדם לו אסור: רבנן תנו

Our Rabbis taught: Man may not derive pleasure from this world without first saying a beracha 

(blessing). And anyone who does derive pleasure from this world without a beracha is considered 

to have taken that which belongs to God. 

- Pe’ah (corners) – laws of charity relating to agriculture. Corners of fields must be left uncut, 

crops which have been dropped must not be picked up etc – all to be left for the poor 

- Demai/Terumot/Ma’aser Sheini – all fruits and crops can only be eaten/derived benefit from 

once a small portion has been set tithed for God/the poor 

- Kila’im (admixtures) – different types of crops cannot be grown together 

- Orla – fruit from trees may not be consumed until the third year of a trees growth 

- Bikkurim (first fruits) – the first fruits of a season are taken to the Temple in Jerusalem, offered 

to God and incorporated into a repetition of Jewish history (‘My father was a wondering 

Aramean… etc’) 

 

 

 ג פרק אבות מסכת משנה

 

 הכתוב עליו מעלה זה ניר נאה ומה זה אילן נאה מה ואומר ממשנתו ומפסיק ושונה בדרך המהלך אומר שמעון רבי

 :בנפשו מתחייב כאילו

 

 

 


