
 

 

The Real “Hanukkah Bush” 
Rabbi Steven Morgen, Congregation Beth Yeshurun 

 

What?  What are you talking about Rabbi?  There is no such thing as a Hanukkah bush! 

 

Well, of course, you are right. It is, perhaps, somewhat ironic that some Jews put a Christmas 

tree in their home and call it a “Hanukkah bush” in an attempt to transform the plant into a 

symbol for our holiday.  I say “ironic” because Hanukkah, after all, is a holiday about a group of 

Jews (the Maccabees) fighting not to assimilate into the surrounding Greek culture.  Hanukkah is 

a very important holiday for us today precisely because its message is that we need to preserve 

our own Jewish identities.   

 

There are many things in our society that are wonderful, exciting, and good – new technologies, 

many forms of entertainment, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and other protections of 

an individual’s rights – to name just a few.  We can and should be proud to be Americans.  

However, that does not mean we need to do everything that “most Americans” do.  We are Jews.  

As such, we have our own holidays, customs and celebrations.  We do not need to adopt 

Christian practices just because “all our neighbors” do them.  Their observances are meaningful 

for them because they fit into their religious beliefs and history.  But they have no meaning to us 

as Jews. 

 

Nevertheless, several years ago as I was thinking about “Hanukkah Bushes” I suddenly realized 

that we do have a real Hanukkah bush – or rather, a Hanukkah tree! 

 

You see, the Hanukkah lamp (menorah), with its nine branches, is modeled after the menorah 

that stood in the Holy Temple of Jerusalem.  That menorah had seven branches, corresponding to 

the seven days of the week.   We all know what that menorah looked like – roughly, anyway.  

What is it shaped like?  If you have never thought about this before, it may be surprising to you, 

but it is designed to be a stylized tree!  Think about it: we even call the things sticking out of the 

base (the “trunk”) “branches.”  In Hebrew, the term for one of these branches is “kaneh” which 

means “reed” or “cane plant.”  The menorah is decorated with almond-blossom shaped cups and 

flowers.  (See Exodus 25:31-40 for a description of the menorah.) 

 

The modern Bible scholar Nahum Sarna gives us many insights into the significance of the 

description of this lamp in the Torah.  He points out that the almond tree is the first to bloom in 



the spring in Israel – sometime in late February.  It is thus a symbol of life renewed and 

sustained.  In fact, the menorah may symbolize the Tree of Life that stood in the Garden of Eden.  

It is significant that we now call the Torah a Tree of Life, and another symbol of Torah is light – 

which, of course, is the menorah’s real function: to give light.  Thus, the menorah also 

symbolizes the Torah itself.  Its seven branches reflect the completion of Creation and the 

Sabbath day: a holy moment in time.   

 

In Chapter 4 of the Book of Zechariah, the prophet has a vision about the menorah. There, the 

lights symbolize God’s presence in the world.  In that vision Zechariah is told the famous 

message: “Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit.”  

 

For thousands of years the menorah has been the quintessential symbol of Judaism – long before 

the Star of David.  The Star of David is the symbol now found on the Israeli flag; but the 

menorah is the symbol found on the official Seal for the State of Israel. 

 

All of this symbolism is transferred to the menorah for Hanukkah – the real “Hanukkah tree.”  

As such, the Hanukkah menorah is rich in meaning for us as Jews.  It symbolizes Life, the 

Garden of Eden, Shabbat, Torah, and G-d’s presence itself.  Now, why would you want to add to 

that someone else’s religious symbol that has no meaning for us?   

 

As we kindle the lights of Hanukkah this year, may we be inspired by the real meaning of the 

holiday: the value of preserving our own special way of life. 

 

Happy Hanukkah! 


