Flowers on Shavuot

Enter into most Synagogues on the holiday of Shavuot and you will immediately notice the presence of beautifully displayed flowers.  This tradition follows the modern digests of Jewish law like the Mishnah Berurah, Chayei Adam and Arukh H-Ha-Shulkhan which all record that it is a custom to decorate our sanctuaries and homes with greenery.  However, alongside this, they also write that R. Elijah b. Solomon (1720-1797), known as the Vilna Gaon, severely criticized this custom, and described it as derivative of idolatrous practices.  How are we to understand this practice and the Vilna Gaon’s censure of it?


Many creative explanations have been offered to explain this custom.  Since Shavuot celebrates the receiving of the Torah on Mount Sinai, some suggest that this custom derives from a rabbinic teaching that Mount Sinai was covered with greenery.  Others point to a Mishnah which teaches that on Shavuot it is the Rosh Ha-Shanah for trees.  Thus, we place the trees in our midst as a way of inspiring us to pray for the welfare of our vegetation.  Other suggestions range from focusing on Shavuot as the holiday where the first fruits were brought to the Temple (bikkurim), to the fact that Shavuot celebrates the harvest of the grain.  Finally, more mystically inclined scholars argue that the presence of flowers remind us that Israel is a like a lily that saves the world.


The history of the development of this custom demonstrates that none of these answers fully explains the origins of this custom.  Indeed, the first mention of this custom appears in the fifteenth century writings of the German rabbi, Jacob Moellin (Maharil), who writes that the custom is to spread greenery throughout the Synagogue on Shavuot.  The original custom apparently was to recite the blessing over the aroma during the prayer service itself.  As the custom evolved, R. Avraham Gombiner (1634-1682) adds that there is also a custom to bring actual trees into the homes and Synagogues.  The fact that these references first appear in the late Middle Ages places all of the suggested theories for this custom in serious doubt.  If the origin of this custom really goes back to the shrubbery on Sinai or the bikkurim or the excess foliage from the wheat harvest, then why does it first appear only in the fifteenth century?   


Ancient Judaism demonstrates mixed feelings with regards to introducing natural vegetation into liturgical settings. The Bible and Talmud rarely refer to flowers for decorative and aesthetic purposes, instead focusing on their aromatic and medicinal purposes.  In fact, the few references that are made show that flowers might have been an anathema to Jews because they were sometimes used in pagan worship settings (see Jerusalem Talmud, Avodah Zarah, 43d).  And in fact Maimonides in his Laws of Idolatry, writes that one who attempts to beautify the altar by placing a tree near it has mimicked an idolatrous practice and therefore violated a prohibition.


So how come in the fifteenth century Maharil records a practice that seems to fly straight in the face of tradition?  It seems that in the fifteenth century the world first began to notice flowers and other greenery in a new light.  The Encyclopedia of Religion writes (ed. Hastings), “In the fifteenth century, when landscape painting was for the first time practiced in Europe, flowers began to be introduced not merely as ornamental accessories, but as an integral part of the painting.”  And contemporary scholars, like Bacon, were for the first time in history declaring, “God Almighty first planted a garden, and indeed it is the purest of human pleasures.”


As the scholar Jack Goody shows the new sense of appreciation of the aesthetic quality of our natural surroundings at this time also influenced the religious practices of Christian Europe.  We see from the custom recorded in Maharil that this new sense of value for foliage also infiltrated Jewish practices.


Once the natural world was seen for its aesthetic beauty, it was not long before scholars started asserting that these objects also had their own mystical worth.  Thus, at the end of the eighteenth century, the poet Wordsworth writes: “One impulse from a vernal wood/May teach you more of man,/Of moral evil and of good/Then all the sages can.”  Right around the same time the great Hasiddic leader, R. Nahman of Bratslav writes that every single blade of grass has its own soul and its own song.


Perhaps the Vilna Gaon’s strong rejection of the practice of bringing the garden into the sanctuary on Shavuot reflects his lack of comfort with these new worldly values.  Perhaps he felt that these non-traditional values were alien to the sanctity of the Synagogue. Hence, he voiced his opposition to the custom.  Nevertheless, history has muffled his dissent, for today the majority of Jews welcome the spiritual supplement that flowers bring to their sanctuaries and homes as a rich addition to their beautiful holiday.  

