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OFFERING THE FRUITS OF A NEW HOME AND A NEW YEAR 

Parashat Ki Tavo – September 16, 2011 / 5772 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

A little over a week ago, I walked into an empty house in Beverlywood, holding my 
wife’s hand, one child at my side, and one standing next to Julia.  We opened the front 
door into a home that was not yet ours, an empty place, somewhat eerie actually, with 
memories of a past family covered by a fresh coat of paint, refinished wood floors, an 
entirely new kitchen, and a backyard with overturned dirt where a huge tree used to 
stand.  We walked through each room, admiring the precision with which the owner and 
contractor had renovated the home.  It was a space that would soon be filled with 
boxes, chachkes, picture frames, and Judaica.  We were moving into a new home, a 
new space, a dwelling we hope to fill with new memories and new experiences.   

As a rabbi, it’s not the most relaxing time of year to be moving into a new home and 
anyone who has moved knows the amount of work it takes to make a place livable and 
comfortable.  However, there is also something wonderful about moving into a home at 
this time of year because we are attempting to craft something that we are going to call 
home; the primary area where I will define myself as a husband and a father, and the 
place Julia and I will work hard to make a safe space.  We have the privilege (and 
challenge) of building anew.   

We are less than two weeks away from Rosh Hashanah and we are deep into the 
month of Elul, a month in which we begin the process of spiritual renewal.  Additionally, 
we are at a point in the book of Deuteronomy focused on rituals to be performed by the 
Israelites once they have entered and settled in the Promised Land.  One ritual, found in 
this week’s parashah, Ki Tavo, centers on the first fruits – the first batch of sweetness or 
bitterness that ripens on the vines and the trees of peoples’ property.  There is 
something unique and special about these first apples, oranges, grapes, and figs.  
Every year, these fruits are to be set aside.  The ritual is described as follows: 

When you enter the land that Adonai your God is giving you as a heritage, and 
you possess it and settle in it, you shall take some of every first fruit of the soil, 
which you harvest from the land that Adonai your God is giving you, put it in a 
basket and go to the place where Adonai your God will choose to establish His 
name.  You shall go to the priest in charge at that time and say to him, ‘I 
acknowledge this day before Adonai that I have entered the land that Adonai 
swore to our fathers to assign us.’1 

Standing in that spot, there is a recognition that this is a special place, a place of deep 
meaning, and the fruit is to serve as a sign of this bond between God and Israel; 
between the blossoming of fruit and the blossoming of a people. 

                                                
1 Deut. 26:1-3 
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But that’s not the end of the ritual – it’s not enough just to recognize transition and new 
beginnings - we do more in our tradition.  There is no look to future potential without 
building upon the wisdom of the past.  And so the ritual continues, expressing words 
which have become incorporated into another central ritual of our tradition – the 
Passover seder: 

You shall then recite as follows before Adonai – “My father was a wandering 
Aramean.  He went down to Egypt with meager numbers and sojourned there; 
but there he became a great and very populous nation.  The Egyptians dealt 
harshly with us and oppressed us; they imposed heavy labor upon us…Adonai 
freed us from Egypt by a mighty hand, by an outstretched arm and awesome 
power, and by signs and portents, bringing us to this place and giving us this 
land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  Wherefore I now bring the first fruits of 
the soil which You, Adonai, have given me.”2 

The history from oppression to freedom takes center stage in the first fruits, bikkurim, 
ritual.  It is about God’s ability to move a people from Mitzrayim, a narrow place, to a 
land flowing with milk and honey, a place of birth and rebirth.  And the sweetness of 
freedom and fresh-starts is captured by the fact that the Israelites performing this ritual 
would sit down after the recitation to literally taste the sweetness of nectar and juice with 
their family and the priests. 

In a few weeks, we will taste the first fruits of our new year, with apples dipped in honey; 
with honeycakes and sounds of family and friends gathered for meals.  But we will also 
hear the hypnotic sound of the shofar, the melodies of our amazing choir, the words of 
our tradition flowing from our own lips.   

Just as my family entered a new home this past week, excited but overwhelmed, we, as 
a Jewish community, are taking our first steps into the entry hall of our new year, 
approaching with some caution, but also with excitement – the chance to begin anew, 
the chance to right some wrongs, to fix what may be broken within ourselves.   

And with the first fruits ritual, we go through the same steps associated with the start of 
this high holyday season: 

1. First, there is recognition of where we are - for the ritual in this week’s portion, it 
means declaring, “I have entered the land that Adonai swore to our ancestors.”  For 
us, we recognize where we are physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  For me, it 
means recognizing that I am beginning to settle here in Los Angeles, here at Temple 
Isaiah.  It means I am thinking about how hard I’m going to have to work to maintain 
balance between a job I love and a family I love.  It means I think about how I am 
working to refine my personal spiritual practices.  

2. Second, there is reflection on the journey to this point – in the first fruits ritual, it is 
marked by the phrase, ‘my father was a wandering Aramean.’ For us, it means 
reflecting on what got us to our current mental and physical state.  What has stood 

                                                
2 Deut. 26:5-10 
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out for us this past year?  For me, it is about the phone call I had with a Penn 
student yesterday and the e-mail from another one I received this morning.  It’s the 
fact that Julia and I are meeting up with our close friends from Philadelphia in 
November for a reunion.  It’s about relationships which I have worked so hard to 
cultivate and support –like fruit which taste sweet and refreshing.  And yet, there are 
other bits of this past year which have been difficult – a move across the country and 
all that comes with that, the challenges of raising two children, seeing some friends 
in deep pain.   

3. The final piece of the ritual is the sharing of the fruit.  Internal self-reflection is 
valuable, but it is not enough.  We must find avenues to share our fruits, the sweet 
and the bitter.  There is an entire section of the Mishna dedicated to the ritual 
described in this week’s parasha.  The Mishna asks “how are the first fruits taken to 
Jerusalem, to be offered up to God?”  And the rabbis respond that all inhabitants of 
a town or province gather together and travel to Jerusalem together.  They are 
greeted in Jerusalem with the sound of flutes and people lining the streets.3  It is a 
collective ritual, done with support and open arms.   

 
As we approach our new year, I encourage you to take the next week to think about 
what you are offering up.  What are your fruits?  Which ones are sweet and which ones 
are bitter?  And what has led you to this place – what has been you personal journey 
this past year?  Who is your support system?  And with whom can you reflect?   
 
May we offer up that which is sweet and that which is bitter, so that we may approach 
Rosh Hashanah with a clear understanding of where we’ve been and where we hope to 
go. 

                                                
3 Mishna Bikkurim 3:1  


