 A History Lesson on Lavender
Lavender is a color, a fragrance, and possibly a medicine, but is it the “spikenard” referred to in the Bible?

I once read an article in Landscapes, a magazine published by the Federal Land Bank Association about a couple in Johnson City, Texas that launched a niche crop business growing lavender. They will use the plant to make unique products to sell at their on-farm gift shop in items such as lavender mint herbal tea, lavender lip balm, soaps, and lavender jalapeno jelly. Their plan is to participate in the now-popular agritourism boom and use their farm for tours, weddings, and other events. 

The niche farmers also grow pick-your-own raspberry and blackberry patches to add to the sales of lavender margarita mix and peach-lavender salsa, as well as lotions, soaps, caches, and bath oils. But what really caught my eye about this article was the related sidebar piece.  

Romans used lavender for cooking, scenting the air, and bathing in public baths. The word lavender is derived from the Latin word lavare, which means to wash. The shorter article also stated that lavender is often mentioned in the Bible, but is more likely known by the herbal name of spikenard. So my research began. I started with the works of the best-known scholar of scriptural plants, Dr. Harold N. Moldenke. His 1952 compilation of biblical botany titled Plants of the Bible is one of the most comprehensive works on the subject. 

Although lavender is native to the Holy Land and was likely a plant grown in King Solomon’s gardens, researchers say it is not mentioned specifically in scripture, nor is it the biblical spikenard. Every text and every author I read states this fact very clearly. There is a passage in Song of Solomon 1:12 (New King James Version) that reads, “While the king is at his table, my spikenard sends forth its fragrance.” Mark 14:3 states this even more clearly, “...a woman came having an alabaster flask of very costly oil of spikenard…” This plant is generally agreed to have been Nardostachys jatamansi, a plant caravanned from India along with other precious materials such as cassia and cinnamon. The Hebrew words for it are nerd, naird, and nard, which are similar to the plant’s name as in the Greek word nardo, the Latin word Nardus, and the Persian or Syriac word nardin. In India it is called narada.

Spikenard is a perennial herb of the Valerian family. All of its parts contain an aromatic essential oil, especially the roots that were mixed with other oils to make the expensive spikenard ointment. This precious imported salve was commonly kept in sealed boxes of alabaster that were only opened on very special occasions. Although the Roman belles used spikenard as their favorite perfume, most modern women find its smell quite disagreeable, and it has almost become obsolete.
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