Learning Under The Tree
To Build & To Be Built

A Practical Guide to Judaism and Nature
based on modern and ancient sources for
your Mind, Body and Soul
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Plant
Olive Tree

( עץ הזיתOlea europaea)

Producing olive oil has scores of uses: food, light, medicine,
lotion, cooking, soap, shampoo, and even sunscreen. The olive
tree can live a life of hundreds and even thousands of years,
giving fruit the entire time. This made it into a universal symbol
of vitality. Cutting trees down was forbidden until they had
stopped giving much fruit, or were utterly decayed. It was not
permitted to use olive wood as fuel upon the Temple altar.
The olive is one of the Seven Species of the Land of Israel,
and the tree and its oil are mentioned dozens of times in the
Bible. The olive leaf and the dove that brought its branch to
Noah are an international symbol of peace. The olive tree
was important for Israel’s economy in both First Temple and
Second Temple times, and ancient olive presses are found

throughout Israel. Kings and high priests were annointed with
olive oil poured on their head. The symbol of the modern State
of Israel is a menorah surrounded by two olive branches with
fruit. Olive leaves representing the yearning for peace decorate
the Israel Defense Forces symbol and its officer insignias, as
well as appearing on the symbol of the United Nations. The
olive oil industry in Israel today is developing new harvest and
production methods, with more groves being planted all the
time.
As of 2006, the most popular street Israeli name is Rehov
HaZayit – Olive Tree Road.
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Sources / Chevruta
The next time you pass an olive tree in a garden, park or
orchard, look carefully. You might see several small olive
shoots coming out of the trunk in a circle around the tree.
In the wild this is one way for olive trees to propagate so
that when the tree becomes old, hollow and collapses,
one of the shoots will then take the place of the mother
tree. In today’s cultivated olive trees most farmers trim
these shoots off as soon as they can, since they deprive
the mother tree of nutrients and resources. Yet King David
noticed this phenomenon and wrote in one of his poems:
May your children be like olive shoots around your table.
(Psalms 128:3). Perhaps he was referring to the positive
side of baby olive shoots: they are the continuation, the
future, the “inheritance” that parents can leave for their
children and the next generations, and therefore require
that we invest our energies and life force in them. It is also
a blessing that the children will follow in the ways of their
parents.
It is also interesting that King David mentions a table.
Here, it seems, he was the first to invent the idea of the
“round table” (with all due respect to King Arthur), which
is an institution in Jewish tradition. During meals, especially
20
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festive ones, it is a widespread Jewish practice to raise the
spiritual level of dining with Divrei Torah - Words of Wisdom,
among family and friends. Lively conversations, influential
exchanges of ideas, and even forceful debates may ensue.
Ensuring the Jewish People's continuity by teaching and sharing
Jewish learning and tradition during meals is therefore a very
olive thing to do.
• In your family, did you have “round table” events? Share a
memory from it.
• What do you take from your parents' home legacy? What
would you like to leave behind?
• What is the most important Jewish value that you would
pass on to the next generation?
Evergreen
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Why is Israel likened to an olive
tree? To tell you - just as an olive tree doesn't shed its leaves,
not in days of sun and not in days of rain, so Israel will never
stop from existing, not in this world and not in the next world.
If the statistics are right, the Jews constitute but one
quarter of one percent of the human race. It suggests a
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nebulous puff of star dust lost in the blaze of the Milky Way.
Properly, the Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is heard
of, has always been heard of. He is as prominent on the planet
as any other people, and his importance is extravagantly out
of proportion to the smallness of his bulk. His contributions
to the world’s list of great names in literature, science, art,
music, finance, medicine and abstruse learning are also very
out of proportion to the weakness of his numbers. He has
made a marvelous fight in this world in all ages; and has done
it with his hands tied behind him. He could be vain of himself
and be excused for it. The Egyptians, the Babylonians and
the Persians rose, filled the planet with sound and splendor,
then faded to dream-stuff and passed away; the Greeks and
Romans followed and made a vast noise, and they were
gone; other people have sprung up and held their torch high
for a time but it burned out, and they sit in twilight now,
and have vanished. The Jew saw them all, survived them all,
and is now what he always was, exhibiting no decadence, no
infirmities, of age, no weakening of his parts, no slowing of
his energies, no dulling of his alert but aggressive mind. All
things are mortal but the Jews; all other forces pass, but he
remains. What is the secret of his immortality?
(Mark Twain, September 1897)

• How do you feel about the so-called “Jewish Immortality” as
it is described above?
• Do the stories of the Holocaust change that feeling? Why?
• Does it affect your thought and feelings towards the State
of Israel?
Process
One cannot eat olives straight from the tree, whether green
(unripe) or black (ripe), due to their extreme bitterness. They
must be treated before eating. To become olive oil they must be
crushed. To be edible as a food, they must be cured for a period
between 6 weeks and 6 months. Thus olives and olive oil are
not just products; rather, they are part of a process. Because of
this they have also been a symbol of transcendence; something
deeper than meets the eye; “what you see is not what you get”.
Olives are symbolic of spirituality, wisdom, and depth. The olive
tree is also a symbol for beauty. An old gnarled olive tree is seen
as a piece of art, representing vitality, as the leaves stay green
throughout the entire year.
Crushed and Light-filled
And you will command the children of Israel, and they
will take pure olive oil crushed for lighting, to constantly light
a lamp.
(Exodus 27:20)
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What is 'crushed oil'?
The first drops that come out when pressed and
the first squeeze of the olive - that is the finest oil.
Just as the olive has to be crushed and beaten
(synonyms: pulverized, compressed, bruised, pounded,
squeezed) in order to produce the finest olive oil, so too
the people of Israel (must undergo this process). Their
finest side comes out only after they go through much
crushing and agony (suffering, pain, tribulations, trials,
hardships).
(Talmud Menachot 53b)

The Rebbe of Slonim says on this verse:
That was the intention in the beginning - that only
one who toils and works hard would be able to reach
the Supreme (Godly) Light. While one who does not work
hard would not be able to reach that Supreme Light….
Through the process in which a Jew crushes himself and
puts himself through hardships, that pure olive oil that
kindles the lamps and brings pure light is produced.
• Do you identify with the above statements? Why or why
not?
• Has there ever been a time when you have gone through
22
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a "crushing" experience? What did you obtain from this
experience?
• Why do you think a person has to go through a "crushing"
experience in order to obtain personal and spiritual growth?
Bitter and Sweet
And the dove returned to him at eventide, and behold
it had plucked an olive leaf in its mouth; so Noah knew that
the water had abated from upon the earth.
(Genesis 8:11)

Where did the dove obtain the olive leaf from?
Rav Bibi said: The gates of the Garden of Eden opened
for her. Rabbi Abahu said: If she brought it from Eden,
wouldn't she bring something superior such as cinnamon or
balsam? Rather she wanted to hint to Noah: It is better that
I have bitter fruits from there than be fed sweet fruits from
your hand.
(Genesis Raba 33:7)

• The dove prefers the bitterness of the olive because it
represents for her…?
• Is there in your life a parallel to the dove's answer to Noah?

Gazelle

( צביGazella)
and Parks Authority, the gazelle population started to stabilize.
However, a rise in the predator population, specifically jackals,
as well as increased building reducing its habitat, have caused
recent concern among experts.

Perhaps the most graceful of all the animals in the Land of Israel
is the gazelle. Gazelles are seemingly like small antelopes, much
smaller than deer, and are generally fawn-colored.
In some Middle Eastern cultures the gazelle was often hunted,
and continues to be hunted until this day. Ancient tomb walls in
Egypt portray many murals of gazelle-hunting and trapping, and
the same is true in ancient Mesopotamia and Syria. Thus the
hunting of gazelles has been going on in the region for thousands
of years, but its agility and intelligence has allowed it to survive.
As guns made their appearance in the area during the latter
part of the 19th century, and especially after World War I, the
gazelle population began to dwindle. After the establishment of
the State of Israel, and thanks to the enforcement of the Nature
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The most famous gazelle conservation project in Israel is Gazelle
Valley in Jerusalem's heart. Formerly an orchard run by a nearby
kibbutz, after it was left untended several gazelles inhabited it,
with 17 gazelles counted in 2011. Despite numerous attempts
by real estate developers to get building rights in the area, a
grassroots group of local residents with the help of the SPNI have
managed to preserve the natural surroundings. After lengthy
court battles, the Jerusalem Municipality drew up plans to turn
the area into a public park and nature reserve. A new intercity
highway and housing construction surround this oasis of nature.
Plans currently call for the area to be fenced off, construction
of a small visitor center, and the regular introduction of new
gazelles to maintain the health of the confined population.
Gazelles tend to live in herds and eat less coarse, easily digestible
plants and leaves. They are swift animals. Some are able to run
at bursts as high as 100 kilometers per hour (60 mph), or at a
sustained speed of 50 kph (30 mph). When threatened they
are known to exhibit a distinctive behavior of stotting - running
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slowly and jumping high before fleeing.
What's in a Name?
The word Tzvi  צביin the Tanach refers not only to the gazelle, but
also to beauty and loveliness. Out of 33 times it is mentioned in
verse, only 16 refer to the actual animal.
The connection between the two is not hard to understand.
All you have to do is observe the fascinating physique of the
gazelle, and see how it moves gracefully in nature.

•

Where do you find yourself “swift like the gazelle”?

•

Is there a field of life in which you would like to be swifter?

•

What in you could prevent that? What would help?

The Land of Israel is also referred to as Eretz HaTzvi - The Land
of the Gazelle. (Daniel 11:16).
Said Rabbi Chisda: What is intended by, "And I will
give you a precious land, a 'gazelle' inheritance (Jeremiah
3:19)?" Why is the Land of Israel compared to a gazelle? To
tell you that just as a gazelle's skin cannot contain its flesh
- once removed, it shrinks - so too the Land of Israel cannot
contain all the fruit it produces - far exceeding the natural
capabilities of its proportionately small land area.

Sources / Chevruta
And Asael was light on his feet, like one of the gazelles
in the field.
(Samuel II 2:18)

My love, make yourself like a gazelle…
(Song of Songs 2:17)

Asael, a swift fighter in battle, and the beloved one that runs
quickly towards his love - are both depicted as a swift gazelle.

(Talmud Ketubot 112a)

•

What is your favorite aspect about Israel?

•

If you would have to choose a parable for the Land of Israel
- what would it be?

•

Do you ever feel your skin cannot contain your potential?

•

How do you strive to expand?
Gazelle
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The “Handicap Principle” is an hypothesis originally proposed in
1975 by Israeli biologist Amotz Zahavi to explain why animals use
certain signals in nature. For example: the peacock's tail makes
it more vulnerable to predators, and is therefore a handicap.
However, the message that the tail carries to the potential mate
peahen may be “I have survived in spite of this huge tail; hence I am
fitter and more attractive than others.”
Amotz Zahavi (a founder of the Society for the Protection of Nature
in Israel - SPNI) studied the Arabian Babbler, a very social bird
with a lifespan of 30 years, inhabiting the Arava and Negev, with
a few in Ein Gedi. The babbler was considered to have altruistic
behaviors, and as its helping-at-the-nest behavior often occurs
among unrelated individuals, and cannot be explained by kin
selection. One babbler stands above the others on a high point to
guard them. He is therefore not involved in obtaining food, which
is a sign of strength. Others come and seek to seduce him to leave
his post with food, and allow another to take its place. A stronger
one will force the departure of a weaker one. Zahavi reinterpreted
these behaviors: the altruistic act is costly to the donor, but may
improve its attractiveness to potential mates. Careful observation
confirmed that playing this protective role gives it a higher social
status. "I can afford to expend this extra energy, and therefore I can
provide well." Some researchers have suggested that humans use
88
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these methods, too, albeit unconsciously - perhaps owning
an extremely expensive luxury car, or dressing in all name
brand clothing.
A classic example of the handicap principle is that of “gazelle
stotting.” This behavior consists of the gazelle initially
running slowly and jumping high when threatened by a
predator such as a lion or cheetah. As this behavior gives
no evident benefit and would seem to waste resources diminishing its head start if chased - it was a puzzle, until
handicap theory offered an explanation. According to
Zahavi’s theory, if the gazelle simply invests a bit of energy
to show the predator that it has the fitness necessary to
avoid capture, it may avoid having to evade the lion in an
actual pursuit. Each gazelle was communicating to the
cheetah that it was a fitter individual than its fellows and
that the predator should avoid chasing it.
Faced with this demonstration of fitness the lion might
decide that it might not catch this gazelle, and thus, avoid a
wasted pursuit. The benefit to the gazelle is twofold. First,
for the small amount of energy invested in the stotting, the
gazelle might not have to expend the tremendous energy
required to evade the lion. Second, if the lion is in fact
capable of catching this gazelle, the gazelle's bluff leads to
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its survival that day.
In 1980 Amotz Zahavi, together with the SPNI and two other
colleagues, was awarded the Israel Prize, for SPNI's special
environmental contribution to society and the State of Israel.
•

A normal person would run from danger. What would make
a person run into the fire, so to speak, or even in reality? Is
it altruism or egoism?

•

What is the importance of name brands in your shopping
habits? Is it related to your taste, or is it influenced by the
society you live in?

•

How does this zoological/psychological principal influence
your life?

6. - By Chad Rosenthal from Jerusalem, Israel (Thomson's Gazelle) [CC-BY-2.0 (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons
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