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In many respects, this month’s column could be the shortest I have ever written.  It could be a one word column, and that one word would be “No!”  Nevertheless, I would like to write a few more words on this subject.

A Christmas tree is a Christmas tree is a Christmas tree.  No effort to rationalize it or call it “seasonal” lessens its religious significance or religious overtones.  Nor does the fact that the origin of the tree may very well be pagan justify placing it in a Jewish home.  Since when do we think pagans were so great?

At this time of year when we are bombarded with the sights, smells and sounds of the season, it is a wonderful opportunity to let our children know that being Jewish means having the courage to be different.  It means that we are a unique people with a long and proud history, and we should not hesitate to resist conforming to everyone else and all that is around us.

Placing a Christmas tree in a Jewish home sends all the wrong signals to our children.  Perhaps the simplest way to understand this issue is to ask yourself whether or not a Christmas tree belongs in a synagogue.  I am sure you would agree with me that it does not.  So the simple rule of thumb is – if it doesn’t belong in a synagogue, it does not belong in a Jewish home.

Should you feel the urge to decorate a tree, let me suggest that you make Chanukah decorations instead.  Try building a sukkah this year, start to celebrate Shabbat or observe any of the other many wonderful Jewish traditions, rituals and customs that we celebrate.  I am sure that you will find all of this to be very fulfilling.
While we are considering these issues, I urge you to make Chanukah meaningful.  It is not necessary to attempt to mimic or overpower Christmas by overwhelming your children with gifts.  Focus instead on spending time together, on lighting the menorah, making latkes and playing dreidel.  Talk about the meaning of the holiday, volunteer as a family to help others, come to synagogue as a family.  Trust me – these memories will last longer than a toy.

As one of my colleagues once said, “Christmas doesn’t hold a candle to Chanukah.”
