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The Plants and Flowers of Christmas

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Many plants are traditionally associated with Christmas.  Try to imagine this special holiday without thinking of a colorful poinsettia gracing the occasion.   Even the accepted red and green color theme is based on a religious ceremony incorporating plants.


In the 1300s - a time of widespread illiteracy- Adam and Eve’s Day was celebrated on December 24th each year.  Churches often used plays to teach the local populace concepts of religious importance.  The “Paradise Play”, presented on December 24th, was the story of Adam and Eve and their fall from grace in the Garden of Eden.  Because there were no apple trees fruiting in the middle of winter, a pine tree with red decorations tied to its branches served as the Tree of Good and Evil.  The concept quickly spread among churches and became so popular in Germany, that many private citizens adopted the tradition, eventually associating the green of the pine tree and the red of the “apples” with Christmas.


The poinsettia was introduced to the United States by Dr. Joel Poinsett, our first Ambassador to Mexico.  A native of our southern neighbor, the plant was revered by Mexicans because the star-shaped “flowers” resembled the Star of Bethlehem.  Actually, the colored leaves often thought of as flowers surround the true flowers, which are the small yellow blossoms in the center.


The tradition of stealing a kiss under the mistletoe dates to pagan times when Norsemen revered the plant as symbolic of their Goddess of Love.  This parasitic plant was most obvious in the dead of winter when not hidden by the leaves of its host plant.  Christians substituted holly for the pagan mistletoe, viewing the berries as symbolic of Christ’s blood and the thorny leaves, His Crown.


Several Christian legends extol the virtues of certain plants at Christmastime.

One involves rosemary, sugarcane and the date palm.  According to this legend, the plants argued among themselves about which provided the holy family the greatest benefit.  The palm said she gave them shelter from the heat and fruit to eat.  Sugarcane retorted she provided them sweetness.  The rosemary remained silent, feeling she had nothing special to offer the family, not even pretty flowers.  As Mary washed the swaddling clothes she looked around for something to hang them on to dry.  She asked the palm to bend her head but the tall tree could not bend low enough to reach Mary.  Sugarcane tried to hold the wet clothes but her branches were weak and the clothes fell to the ground.  Finally, Mary laid the clothes across the rosemary bush, which cradled them gently while they dried.  Mary blessed the plant, giving it flowers the color of her robe.


The herb sage is also associated with Christmas in Christian lore.  According to legend, Mary and Joseph fled Egypt with the baby Jesus to protect him from Herod.  On their journey, they ran out of water and Joseph left Mary to get water from a nearby village.  While he was gone, Mary heard soldiers approaching and looked for somewhere to hide.  She asked a rose bush for shelter, but it refused, which is why roses have thorns.  The clove bush also refused to hide her and grew unpleasant smelling flowers.  The sage plant graciously agreed to shelter her, blossoming to provide safe haven as the soldiers passed by.  In gratitude, Joseph and Mary called the plant sacred and it is believed by many cultures to have curative and protective powers.


Frankincense and myrrh, gifts from the Three Wise Men to the baby Jesus, were derived from plants which had great value in Biblical time.  In addition to their fragrance, both plants were highly prized for medicinal purposes.  Even today, extracts from these plants are used in herbal and Asian medicine to treat a variety of ailments, including arthritis pain and liver disorders.


So this holiday season, take a moment to consider how many of our beloved holiday traditions, foods, and decorations are derived from plants.  Look closely at the poinsettia and examine the “true” flowers; steal a kiss from a loved one under the mistletoe; and recall the original Christmas trees as you hang your colorful decorations. Merry Christmas!

