

[image: cover]




[image: images]

hristmas

[image: images]

A CANDID HISTORY

[image: images]

BRUCE DAVID FORBES

[image: images]

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS

Berkeley  Los Angeles  London





University of California Press, one of the most
distinguished university presses in the United States,
enriches lives around the world by advancing scholarship
in the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences.
Its activities are supported by the UC Press Foundation
and by philanthropic contributions from individuals and institutions.
For more information, visit www.ucpress.edu.

Frontispiece: Coca-Cola advertisement. Haddon Sundblom painting, 1953. © CORBIS

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS

Berkeley and Los Angeles, California

University of California Press, Ltd.

London, England

© 2007 by The Regents of the University of California

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Forbes, Bruce David.

Christmas: a candid history / Bruce David Forbes.

p.            cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN-13: 978-0-520-25104-5 (cloth: alk. paper)

1. Christmas—History.      1. Title.

GT4985.F67 2007

394.2663—dc22

2007000366

Manufactured in the United States of America

        16    15    14    13    12    11    10    09    08    07

10    9    8     7     6     5     4     3     2    1

This book is printed on New Leaf EcoBook 50, a 100% recycled fiber of which 50% is de-inked post-consumer waste, processed chlorine-free. EcoBook 50 is acid-free and meets the minimum requirements of ANSI/ASTM D5634-01 (Permanence of Paper).





CONTENTS

[image: images]

Illustrations follow Chapter Four

Acknowledgments

Introduction

one   First There Was Winter

two   Christmas Comes Late

three   Christmas Is Like a Snowball

four   From Saint Nicholas to Santa Claus

five   And Then There Was Money

six   Wrestling with Christmas

Notes

Annotated Bibliography

Index





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: images]

I am overwhelmed by the interest, support, and assistance offered by so many colleagues, family members, and friends as I have worked on this project, and no words of gratitude say enough. I want to thank editor Reed Malcolm in particular, for his guidance, his patience, and his enthusiastic interest in the book from the very beginning. Gene Gallagher also has been especially helpful, with specific suggestions and supportive friendship. Morningside College President John Reynders and Dean William Deeds granted me a sabbatical during which I was able to write most of this book. Many others have assisted me in so many ways: Calvin Roetzel, Robert Jewett, Mark Reasoner, Philip Anderson, Ann Pflaum, Dell deChant, Randy Maddox, Ted Campbell, Mark Seeley, Ann-Marie Andreasson-Hogg, Jim Fisk, Kate Warne, Edith Gladstone, Stephen Leida, Jan Carrier, Kimberly Nelson-Finch, Linda Miller, Corinne Schuster, Rusty Brace, Tammy Huf, Melissa Dreyer, and Stacey Baldus. One person who makes all of these efforts worthwhile is my son Matthew, a great dialogue partner of whom I am so proud.





INTRODUCTION
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I love Christmas. And Christmas drives me crazy.

Based upon reactions from family, friends, and colleagues, I am not alone in both responses to the Christmas season. On one hand, I love the music, lights, and family gatherings, along with the story of the Christ child, shepherds, and wise men, and the messages of generosity, love, joy, and peace. On the other hand, I am frustrated by how hectic and commercialized the season has become, and worried that all of the cultural trappings can overwhelm spiritual aspects of Christmas. At times the reality of my Christmas experiences fails to live up to my idealized expectations. In addition, I have questions about the impact that this culturally dominant holiday has upon my friends who are Jewish, or Muslim, or secular. So Christmas is my favorite season of the year, but it is also a very mixed bag.

After wrestling with various reactions to Christmas, I decided to find out how Christmas got to be the way it is today. Tracing the history of this annual celebration has changed the way I look at many Christmas-related issues. And once I started down that road, seeking a brief, candid history of Christmas, curiosity took over. Simple curiosity may be the best motivation for learning about all kinds of things, because it helps us avoid being captured by heavy-handed agendas from whatever direction. Part of the fascination comes when we encounter surprises along the way, commenting to ourselves, “I didn't know that.” Here are several interesting examples.


	early Christians in the first two or three centuries did not celebrate Christmas

	Puritans in England and in New England made Christmas observances illegal

	Saint Nicholas is an elf in the famous poem “The Night Before Christmas”

	the United States Congress regularly met on Christmas Day into the 1850s

	President Franklin Roosevelt changed the date of Thanksgiving in order to lengthen the Christmas shopping season



This book seeks to provide a brief, candid history of Christmas, for general audiences, for people who, like me, wonder how the Christmas celebration got to be the way it is. The word “candid” highlights one of my intentions. Many acquaintances have told me they want to hear the “real” story of Christmas, something more than sugar-coated or romanticized versions. And when I hear explanations of certain Christmas traditions, I too think, is this just a great story that tugs at my heart strings, or is it also historical? How did it really happen? Do we even know?

To find some answers, it seems sensible to consult the good academic Christmas books available these days, books I really appreciate. But many are long, or technical and full of jargon, and usually specialized. Several books focus on the American Christmas but say very little about earlier developments, and other books concentrate only on the first few centuries, or on Saint Nicholas, or on Christmas carols. One friend told me he was interested in an overall story of how Christmas developed, but not a 400-page volume or, even worse, a list of ten books. As he remarked, “I'm curious, not obsessed.”

I have written this little volume in an attempt to answer that request. I claim no major new breakthrough thesis. Much of the content of this book is a distillation of information scattered throughout many books, although I also have consulted some of the original sources myself. My contributions may come in analogies and examples, and in the way I structure the overview to try to make sense of it all.

For several years I have given short presentations on the history of Christmas, and audiences tend to offer two responses. First, they comment that they knew some of the information and tidbits, simply from newspaper articles or television programs in the Christmas season, but that many other details came as a surprise. The surprise varies from person to person. Second, they say that the presentation helped them put the miscellaneous details together into an overall picture of how Christmas developed. There is no shortage of Christmas information out there. For example, at least two excellent, reliable Christmas encyclopedias are available, and some other books answer Christmas questions in short little chunks, a page or two at a time. As I tie the pieces together, I often leave out exceptions and variations. Keeping in mind the danger of oversimplifying, I hope the broad overview will be helpful.

The opening chapter, “First There Was Winter,” argues that many of our favorite aspects of the Christmas season, such as lights and evergreen decorations, are predictable features of midwinter festivals that existed long before Christianity. This is what people are referring to when they talk about the “pagan” roots of Christmas traditions. My emphasis is simply to recognize that a midwinter carnival is a very understandable way for human beings to cope with winter, and yes, the widespread human impulse to party in the face of winter has influenced the development of Christmas, then and now.

“Christmas Comes Late,” the second chapter, explains why the Christian church did not celebrate the birth of Jesus in its earliest years. Two or three centuries passed before Christians created Epiphany observances or selected December 25 as Jesus' birthday. In fact, Christian scriptures say very little about the birth of the Christ child, and over time Christians have had to fill in the story with many additional, beloved traditions.

Christmas became a major Christian celebration at the same time that Christianity began to spread from the Mediterranean region into central and northern Europe, and when it did, Christianity picked up aspects of various European winter festivals. The title of the third chapter provides an image that summarizes the process, at least for me: “Christmas Is Like a Snowball.” Christmas rolled through Europe, and later into the Americas and elsewhere, picking up some features and dropping others, with the Christmas tree as one example. Though Puritans in England and America tried to suppress Christmas, the influence of people like Charles Dickens, Queen Victoria, and Prince Albert eventually revived it, but in an altered form.

The fourth chapter offers a case study of the snowball process, the fascinating story of how Saint Nicholas traditions arose, spread throughout Europe, eventually morphed into Santa Claus in the United States, and then found their way to other parts of the world. The process involved a significant shift from a legendary bishop and saint (Nicholas) to a jolly gift giver (Santa Claus), which leads to the topic of the next chapter, “And Then There Was Money.” For most of us, the commercialization of Christmas refers to an overwhelming preoccupation with gifts. The fifth chapter explains that the emphasis on gifts is recent, arising especially in the last three centuries. Yet it is about more than gifts. The business possibilities of Christmas have extended to many other products as well: Christmas cards, wrapping paper, decorations, movies, and even music.

Following this historical overview, the final chapter discusses some of the personal issues the holiday season raises. One of my professors in graduate school said that history involved two questions: What? and So What? My comments in “Wrestling with Christmas” are only a beginning, but I believe it is worthwhile to reflect on the implications of this historical summary for our own holiday celebrations.

Along the way throughout the book, in an attempt to tell the “real” story, I occasionally refer to topics where scholars disagree. I try not to get too mired in the technicalities, and sometimes I offer no solutions, but I want to alert readers to subject areas where questions have been raised. I use backnotes sparingly, but they are included, to give proper credit for quotations and to point interested readers to further sources. I also try to say some things plainly, when other academic discussions may delicately allude to them.

Even though I have written this book to satisfy the curiosity of those who would like to read a brief, accessible overview, I hope that many readers will become so fascinated that they just have to read more. Thus for each source in the bibliography I include the page count and the presence or absence of notes, bibliography, and index. Each entry has annotations on the author's perspective, the book's subject matter, and sometimes its level of difficulty. I trust this will be a genuinely useful list for those who want to learn more.

[image: images]

Finally, a note about the word Christmas: In the English-speaking world it began as “Christ's Mass,” referring to a special midnight mass, the worship service that marked the beginning of Christmas Day. The word Christmas dates back perhaps as far as the eleventh century. As we English-speaking people have come to employ the term it is a little confusing, when you think about it, because we use it in at least two different ways. Sometimes when we speak of Christmas, we are referring to the story of Jesus' birth and the various events surrounding it. That, we often say, was the real Christmas or the first Christmas. According to this usage or definition, when I say that “I want to learn about Christmas,” what I mean is that I would like to know more about the details of when, where, and how Jesus was born, and what it means. At other times we refer not to the events surrounding Jesus' birth but to the annual celebration of his birth. For instance, when we talk about Christmas in medieval Europe, or when we complain about what Christmas has become, we are using the term in this second sense. So sometimes we use the term Christmas to refer to the events surrounding Jesus' birth, and sometimes we use it to refer to the later annual celebrations.

During the Christmas season when I began to write this book, two American commercial television networks aired specials about the history of Christmas. I watched each one, and what I expected was an account of the way Christmas celebrations have changed over the years, because I had the second definition of Christmas in mind. Instead, both television specials dealt with the question of how much of the nativity story was literally true. They interviewed scholars with contrasting views, and it was all very interesting, but they were using the other definition, focusing on the story of Jesus' birth.

The fact is that the general public, including me, uses the term Christmas in both ways, and that is likely to continue. When I use the word in this book, I have tried to assure that the context makes clear which sense I have in mind.
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To understand what Christmas has become, first we should consider winter.

For the moment, set aside everything you have heard about the baby Jesus in a manger, and shepherds and wise men, and think instead about winter. Of course, the characteristics of winter vary with location because, depending upon where you live, winter is a more dramatic reality for some people than for others. I assume that most readers of this book are North American, and thus I will emphasize the Northern Hemisphere, but an emphasis on the Northern Hemisphere also reflects the early and medieval history of Christianity. The Christian church was born in the Mediterranean region, but within a few centuries its headquarters became centered in Rome and Constantinople, a northward shift from its Jerusalem beginnings. Then Christianity began to spread throughout Europe, and the further north it moved, the more winter became a factor.

So, what is winter like? The answer is not difficult: basically, it is cold and it is dark. The further north you move, the rain turns to sleet and snow, and the temperatures drop low enough to discourage much of the outdoor work and play that human beings enjoy the rest of the year. And the days are shorter, with so many more hours of darkness.

Several years ago I led a group of college students on a May interim trip to Alaska, and my experience there caused me to think a lot about winter. We were based in the little village of Willow, Alaska, about an hour and a half's drive north of Anchorage, still in the southern half of that enormous state. May is a beautiful time in Alaska, essentially spring, when both leaves and tourists begin to appear. What caused me to think about winter was a conversation with the minister of a little mission church in Willow who mentioned that he brought seminary interns to Alaska not in May but in January, when they could work with people who were in the midst of their greatest struggles. He said that the temperatures could get down to 50 degrees below zero, before calculating wind chill, with little more than five hours of daylight per day. That is the season of the year in Alaska when depression settles in, when alcoholism and other forms of chemical dependency are at their worst, and when incidents of domestic violence soar. That, he said, is when people really need help.

My imagination began to wander to people in the medieval and Renaissance-Reformation eras in central and northern Europe. Without the modern conveniences I take for granted, what must it have been like for them to keep their homes warm, or to get work done, or simply to cope with so much darkness? Even now, when we have thermostats and electric lights, we still talk about seasonal affective disorder and cabin fever, indications of our continuing battle with winter.

Especially in northern regions, winter remains a challenge for human beings to survive. In a way, the approach of winter is a little like walking into death, hoping we will emerge on the other side. The natural world accents that feeling, as the trees and other plants appear to die, and animals hibernate, and blizzards threaten. Survivors look forward to the new life and exhilaration that spring will bring.

Even before studying the history and anthropology of early cultures, we could guess what human beings might do to cope with these realities of winter. A great idea would be to organize a big, blowout, midwinter party. It would be perfect. People could have something to look forward to for the first half of winter, the preparations could be a welcome distraction, and the party itself would be a blast. Then, once it was over, the remainder of winter would be that much shorter, until spring finally brought liberation from the cold and darkness.

Also, again before studying early cultures, we could guess what the party would be like. When should it happen? The ideal time would be when the days stop getting shorter and are poised to begin lengthening again, in mid to late December. And we can guess other features of the party. First of all, it would have to be a festival of lights, pushing back the oppressive darkness, featuring candles and torches and burning logs. It would also make sense to highlight evergreens as symbols or decorations, because the greenery could serve as signs of life in the midst of apparent death. We might look for other plants that stay green and, against the norm, even bear fruit in the middle of winter, like holly, or mistletoe. Of course, there would be feasting and drinking, probably to excess, as there is at almost any party. Obviously, a midwinter celebration would involve gatherings of people, perhaps the whole village, or selected neighbors, friends, and family; an individual might sponsor or attend several such gatherings throughout the festivity period. As the midwinter festivities go on year after year, special music would undoubtedly develop for the season. And, of course, many parties involve gifts.

All of this is not just speculation. This kind of midwinter celebration is indeed what human beings did throughout Europe, in many different cultures, before Christianity, and we will look at two specific examples in a moment. Mulling over the commonsense appeal of midwinter celebrations, as sketched out here, many persons today are surprised to realize that much of what they love about the Christmas season is not really Christmas at all. We love the lights, the evergreen decorations, the music and the food, the chance to get together with family and friends, and the special feeling of warmth that comes with the festivities. Yet all of these features have no necessary connection with a story of a baby Jesus in a manger. Instead they are the predictable characteristics of midwinter festivities.

This is what it means when some people say that Christmas has pagan roots. In essence, “pagan” is a word that means non-Christian, or in this case, pre-Christian. And yes, it is true that midwinter celebrations existed throughout Europe before Jesus was born and before the Christian religion developed. Seeing a contest between “pagan” religions and Christianity, some Christians try to protect themselves from any association with rival religions. Another way to view it is that a midwinter celebration is simply an understandable human impulse, to help people survive winter. If a culture did not already have such a celebration, people would make one up. Participating in a midwinter festival is an indication of our common humanity, across many cultures and many religions. It just makes sense, as a human coping mechanism.

What are some actual examples of such pre-Christian winter festivals? The evidence is often limited, so we cannot describe them in the kind of detail that is possible for more recent times. Three general points should be kept in mind.

First, because of variations in climate, agricultural patterns, and changing calendars, the winter festivals were not all in mid-December but tended to occur more broadly over two months or so, from what we now call November into the early days of January. Influenced by the Roman calendar, we now celebrate the “new year” on January 1, but there were many possible occasions to mark a new year: when the harvest was in and farmers had leisure to look ahead (November), or at the winter solstice, when daylight once again begins to lengthen (December), or at the beginning of the Roman annual calendar, which falls only a few days after the winter solstice (January). As cultures interacted with one another, some of the customs of these various winter festivals migrated back and forth across a two to three month period.

Second, the further back we go, the fewer documents we have to provide a description of the customs of a people. We then have to draw conclusions from physical artifacts, or we “reconstruct” festivals “from survivals in popular custom.”1 That simply means that we examine some of the customs in more recent times and speculate about how long they have existed and how they might have started. Yet, although we may be uncertain about some of the details, and scholars may argue and revise specific theories, the general features of midwinter festivities we have just summarized arise again and again.

Third, the character of the winter celebrations was shaped not just by changing weather alone but also by winter's impact on the lifestyle of agricultural people, in preindustrial societies. Late fall and early winter brought the harvest of crops and also the slaughter of some livestock, so that there would be fewer animals to feed throughout the winter. With no freezers available, some meat might be stored for a while in the season's cold temperatures, and other meat would be salted for preservation. Most people would prefer to eat the fresh meat right away, when it tasted best. In addition, alcohol could be fermented from the recently harvested crops. These agricultural realities all created the perfect combination for exuberant parties in winter: leisure, fresh meat, harvested crops, and alcohol.2

[image: images] SATURNALIA AND YULE [image: images]

Two examples of the resulting winter festivals are the Saturnalia of ancient Rome, and Yule or Jul in northern Europe. Both illustrate the common features that we speculated would be part of winter parties, and both influenced Christmas when Christianity spread into Europe.

Saturnalia began in Rome at least two hundred years before the lifetime of Jesus, apparently arising out of some kind of agricultural harvest festival. Theories vary about the origins of the Roman god Saturn, but by the era of Christianity he was viewed as an agricultural god who, in an earlier golden age, had established a village on the Capitoline Hill, one of the seven hills of Rome. Legends said that he had taught people how to till the soil and had presided over an era of prosperity, peace, and happiness. Every December 17 a sacrifice was offered to Saturn in the Roman Forum, but what mattered most to the general public was the feasting and partying that followed, varying from three to seven days, until December 23. Hence Saturnalia is sometimes a singular term, referring to the overall celebration, or a plural term, referring to the several days.

In the words of the Oxford Classical Dictionary, “The Saturnalia were the merriest festival of the year, ‘the best of days.’”3 No one worked during this period, except those whose help was needed to provide food for the lavish feasts. Friends visited each other from home to home and also joined in boisterous street processions. Houses, great halls, and streets were decorated with laurel, green trees, and shrubs, illuminated by candles and lamps. Major bonfires were lit at high ground where many citizens could see them. People exchanged small gifts, such as wax candles, wax fruit, and clay dolls.

The two major themes of the idealized Saturnalian golden age were abundance and equality. “In this era of joy and plenty, people lived together in harmony and shared equally in the earth's bounty.”4 In real life, people of Rome were treated very differently, depending on whether they were part of the nobility, or artisans, or slaves, but in the few days of the annual Saturnalia celebration everyone was to be treated equally. Lucian of Samosota (about 120–180), a Greek commentator on Roman culture and society, wrote a dialogue between Saturn (also called Cronus) and his priest, and the conversation included rules of the Saturnalia. During the celebration, Saturn proclaimed, “Let every man be treated equal, slave and freeman, poor and rich,” and he also directed that “no one may be ill-tempered or cross or threaten anybody.” When it came to banquets, the guidelines included:

Each man shall take the couch where he happens to be. Rank, family, or wealth shall have little influence on privilege [that is, on a man's place at table].

All shall drink the same wine, and neither stomach trouble nor headache shall give the rich man an excuse for being the only one to drink the better quality.

All shall have their meat on equal terms. The waiters shall not show favor to anyone…. Neither are large portions to be placed before one and tiny ones before another, nor a ham for one and a pig's jaw for another—all must be treated equally….

When a rich man gives a banquet to his servants, his friends shall aid him in waiting on them.5

The last instruction especially refers to a practice of social inversion, or a reversal of roles. Not only were slaves excused from their duties and not subject to punishments during the Saturnalia, but masters sometimes waited on slaves at banquets.

Even more, a Mock King would be chosen by lot to preside over the Saturnalia, which meant that a person of any social standing had a chance to become the temporary king. In Lucian's dialogue, Saturn said to his priest that if he became king “you not only escape silly orders but can give them yourself, telling one man to shout out something disgraceful about himself, another to dance naked, pick up the flute-girl, and carry her three times around the house.”6 Later Christmas practices in medieval Europe included similar customs that temporarily elevated average people, although it is unclear if they derived directly from the Mock Kings of the Roman Saturnalia. In communities of medieval France, Switzerland, and other areas a boy was chosen as “bishop for a day” on Holy Innocents' Day, December 28, when Christians remembered Herod's massacre of children. In late medieval and Renaissance England, some towns chose a “lord of misrule” as a sort of jester to preside over merrymaking in the Christmas season. On the eve of Epiphany (to be explained in the next chapter), many European cultures dropped a bean, a coin, or some other token into a cake or pudding, and whoever found the bean in his or her piece of cake would be anointed King of the Bean, or Queen of the Bean. All of these practices seem remarkably similar to the earlier Mock Kings of the Roman Saturnalia.

As some descriptions have hinted already, the Saturnalia gained a reputation for wanton behavior, with excessive drinking, gambling, and other unrestrained activities. Again in Lucian's dialogue, Saturn said that in his festive time he could “drink and be drunk, shout, play games and dice, appointing masters of the revels, feast the servants, sing stark naked, clap and shake, and sometimes even get pushed head-first into cold water with my face smeared with soot.”7 Clearly he was describing the behavior of the crowds, not himself alone. If you look up “saturnalia” in an English-language dictionary today, one of the definitions will be something like “an unrestrained often licentious celebration: orgy,” associated with excess and extravagance.8

Thus, the Roman Saturnalia serves as the first example of a winter festival that existed prior to Christianity, and it fits many of our general expectations: light from candles and fires, greenery, feasting, gifts, and social gatherings, all in mid-December. In addition, the Saturnalia included customs of social inversion that might not always be expected in winter festivals, but they set a precedent whose echoes arose later in European Christmas celebrations.

A second example is Yule, or Jul, the Scandinavian equivalent, in northern Europe. Geographically it involves the Teutonic peoples in what we now call northern Germany, Scandinavia, and the British Isles. Here our information about pre-Christian practices is especially sketchy, because in some regions Christian missionaries were busy transcribing the native languages as best they could, thus introducing literacy. In those situations, all of the written records would be post-Christian and thus potentially influenced by Christianity. To describe cultural practices before the introduction of Christianity, scholars have built theories on the basis of artifacts and surviving customs (and, as I said before, guesswork).

These days, people assume that Yule or Jul is simply another name for Christmas, and many dictionaries define the terms that way: “the feast of the nativity of Jesus Christ.”9 However, the terms Yule and Jul clearly existed in the region before Christianity arrived, associated with winter activities of some sort, although scholars are not exactly sure what the words meant. One theory argues for “wheel,” referring to the cycle of the year, and another theory claims “sacrifice” or “feast,” referring to religious animal sacrifices and/or winter banquets and celebrations. Only later did the words Yule or Jul become associated with Christmas, the imported winter festival.

Turning to Old Norse customs as an example of northern European practices, we find Jul festivities in early winter, at the conclusion of the slaughter of livestock and the brewing of ale, with the feasting and drinking that would naturally follow. The celebrations were probably mixed with animal sacrifices and other religious observances to encourage fertility in the coming year. One piece of evidence comes from the writings of historian Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), whose Heimskringla told the story of Norway's early kings, based upon poetry that had been passed on through oral tradition. He wrote, “It was ancient custom that when sacrifice was made all farmers were to come to the temple and bring along with them the food they needed while the feast lasted. At this feast all were to take part in the drinking of ale. Also all kinds of livestock were killed in connection with it.”10 As additional evidence, the oldest Christian laws enacted in Norway included a ban on animal sacrifice, which suggests that animal sacrifice was a common Viking practice prior to Christianity.

With a number of varying theories from scholars, “what most researchers do agree upon is that ritual beer drinking featured prominently” in the Viking festivities. When Snorri Sturluson quoted a poem about Harald Fairhair, the king who united Norway into a single realm, two key words state that Harald intended to “drink jul” even when he was away from Norway. It is an interesting phrase. If someone said they were going to “drink Christmas,” we would assume that drinking was a key part of their celebration, and we can assume the same thing in the case of the Viking Jul. The drinking may even have had religious connections. Kathleen Stokker, an American scholar of Norwegian folklore and language, reports a belief that “the celebrants who ritually passed the drinking horn from mouth to mouth sought an ecstatic connection with each other and with the gods.”11

It is likely that the Viking Jul also involved ancestor worship, beliefs about the return of the dead, and ghost stories. To understand a possible connection, imagine yourself huddled in a cabin in the far north as a blizzard rages outside, accompanied by howling winds and strange sounds. It might seem as if creatures or spirits were riding across the sky. Folklore from many areas of Europe provided different stories that would explain the sounds, in what became known as the wild hunt, Asgardsreid (Asgard's ride), Gabriel's hounds, and other names. In Norway it was the Gandreid, or spirits' ride, in which spirits of those who had died in the preceding year, an army of the dead, roared through the night. In many cases in northern Europe the wild hunt was led by Odin (Wotan in Germany), a somewhat frightening one-eyed god, with white hair and a beard, who rode a flying eight-legged horse. In the last century scholars have argued that beliefs about the wild hunt were so similar throughout northern Europe that they must have resulted, not simply from frightening winter weather, but also from the spread of secret religious societies centered on the mythology of Odin. This attention to the spirits of the dead also made Jul a natural time for ghost stories, a common practice in the season of the year that was dominated by darkness and leisure. It makes me think of camping as a child, sitting around a fire at night and telling scary stories. Viking winter oral traditions contain just such tales. (At a later time in England, even Charles Dickens's Christmas Carol is essentially a ghost story.)

One further feature of the Jul observances was fire. Bonfires and candles not only brought light but were also believed to keep evil spirits away, or to warm the spirits of the dead. Best known today is the Yule Log, a practice that probably predated the introduction of Christianity. Families and communities selected huge logs that could burn in a fireplace for days, and charred remains of the previous year's log were used to ignite the new one. In addition, evergreen branches may have been hung on doorposts and around windows, in the hope that their prickly needles also would ward off evil spirits.

So this was Yule or Jul. E. O. James, a scholar of seasonal celebrations, summarized Yule this way: as winter began and cattle were slaughtered in northern Europe, “a great banquet was held on the fresh meat, accompanied with fire rites and the usual expressions of autumnal rejoicings, coupled with the placation of the dead and the ancestral spirits.”12 And yes, ritual drinking was included. As in the case of the Saturnalia, once again we notice predictable features of winter parties, including light, greenery, feasts, and social gatherings.

When a birthday celebration for Jesus finally got started and then moved into Europe, it encountered and eventually mingled with already well-established traditions like the Saturnalia and Yule. Keep all of this in mind as background to understand the development of Christmas.
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Early Christians had no Christmas. The first written evidence of an annual celebration on December 25 commemorating the birth of Jesus comes from the fourth century. Epiphany developed a little earlier, in the eastern portion of the Christian church, but it was not quite the same as what we now call Christmas. Compared with many other aspects of early Christianity, Christmas was a later development.

This comes as a surprise for many of us, because we usually think of Christmas and Easter as the two most special times of the Christian year. It was not always that way. Early Christianity was, instead, an Easter-centered religion. The death and resurrection of Jesus were the center of the early Christian message. An expectation that Jesus would return soon, at any time, and the examples of Christians who endured martyrdom rather than honor Roman gods, caused early Christians to focus on death and resurrection themes. As an illustration, when martyrs and saints became recognized within the church, Christians noted the dates of their death, not of their birth. In a sense, the death dates had become their real birthdays, into eternal life.

Origen, a prolific and influential early Christian writer (approximately 185–254), had some particularly interesting views about birthdays. He noted that both Pharaoh and Herod had birthday celebrations, according to biblical accounts, but each of them had “stained the festival of his birth by shedding human blood.” Pharaoh, on his birthday, had ordered the killing of his chief baker (Genesis 40:20–22), and Herod had agreed to behead John the Baptist (Mark 6:14–29, Matthew 14:1–12, Luke 9:7–9). Origen concluded that “not one from all the saints is found to have celebrated a festive day or a great feast on the day of his birth. No one is found to have had joy on the day of the birth of his son or daughter. Only sinners rejoice over this kind of birthday.” Further, he wrote that saints “not only do not celebrate a festival on their birth days, but, filled with the Holy Spirit, they curse that day.” He referred to Jeremiah (“Cursed be the day on which I was born,” Jeremiah 20:14), as well as similar statements attributed to Job and David (Job 3:3–6 and Psalm 51:5). The whole discussion communicates a general attitude held by some early Christians that birthdays were something that only “pagans” (non-Christians) celebrated, not good Christians. “The worthless man who loves things connected with birth keeps birthday festivals,” Origen wrote.1 With that attitude, birthday celebrations, even Jesus' birthday, would not be high on the priority list of early Christians.

In fact, if you think about it, the Christian New Testament says surprisingly little about Jesus' birth. It is generally acknowledged that, of the various books eventually included in the New Testament, Paul's letters were written earliest, and those letters say nothing specific about the birth of Jesus.2 Perhaps Paul knew nothing about a nativity story of Jesus, or perhaps he did not consider it important.

Among the various New Testament books, the four gospels tell us the most about the life story of Jesus. Christians disagree about whether the gospels were actually written by Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John, or by authors representing traditions associated with those people, but for convenience I will use the personal names. What is important here is that only two of the four gospels include a nativity account. The gospel of Mark, the one that most scholars say was the first of the four gospels to be written, begins in the very first chapter with John the Baptist and John's baptism of Jesus, who by that time was already an adult. In other words, Mark's gospel totally skips the birth of Jesus. The gospel of John, which is different in many ways from the other three gospels, begins with some famous, flowery words: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” A few verses later John writes, “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Of course, Christians eventually applied those two verses to the nativity story, but there is nothing else about Jesus' birth in the gospel of John. John tells us nothing about a baby lying in a manger, no wise men or shepherds, no birth story.

That leaves us with two gospels, Matthew and Luke, and they do provide nativity stories, but they are quite different from each other. In Matthew, an angel announces to Joseph the forthcoming birth of Jesus, and Matthew's narrative also includes wise men, the moving star, and the family's escape to Egypt to avoid Herod's persecution. None of that is in Luke's gospel. Instead, Luke tells of an angel appearing to Mary rather than to Joseph, and the gospel of Luke is the one that includes shepherds and a multitude of angels appearing to them in the fields. None of that is in Matthew's gospel. The two gospels agree on a few basic things, such as the names of Jesus' parents and Mary's virginity. Overall, each gospel provides only a minimal account of the birth of Jesus, with different details. When Christians eventually got around to organizing a special annual celebration of the birth of Jesus, they had to take the few crumbs provided by Matthew and Luke, put them together, and then add some additional traditions, in order to get much of a story to work with.

If you examine the rest of the Christian New Testament, there is nothing more to amplify the birth story of Jesus. Out of twenty-seven total books in the New Testament, only two tell about Jesus' nativity, and their accounts are quite brief. The overall point is that, for the early Christians, the Christmas story was not a primary focus, and the Christian scriptures are evidence of that.

By the way, one other factor also discouraged an observance of the birth of Jesus. In order to have a birthday party for someone, it helps to know the day on which the person was born. In this case a huge problem looms, because nothing in the New Testament indicates the month or the day of Jesus' birth, and there is even some uncertainty about the exact year. Putting questions about the year aside for a moment, consider first the issue of the month and day. The gospels of Matthew and Luke provide no direct indication of a date for the birth of Jesus, and scholars have found no external forms of evidence, and no other traditions, to solve the mystery. In the second and third centuries some Christians tried to determine the date of Jesus' birth, but their conclusions varied widely. One hint that people often seized upon was that Luke's gospel said the shepherds “were living in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night” (Luke 2:8). Does that point at least to a general season of the year and thus help narrow things down? Perhaps, but not much, because shepherds in the region tended their flocks outside for at least three seasons of the year, excluding only winter. With a variety of arguments to support their views, assorted Christians in the second, third, and fourth centuries argued for March 25 and 28, April 19 and 20, May 20, and November 18 as the birth date. If we ask about the specific day on which Jesus was born, the honest answer is that we simply do not know.3

I mentioned that there are even questions about the year. Most of us assume that Jesus was born in the year 1, with Jesus' birth as the dividing line between BC and AD. That calendar system for numbering the years, which has become a dominant system in many parts of the world, was developed by a monk approximately five hundred years after the lifetime of Jesus. The monk, Dionysius Exiguus, or Dionysius the Short, intended to create a calendar that would place Jesus at the center. But he made a mistake in his calculations, because we now have evidence that Herod died in the year we label 4 BC. If the gospels of Matthew and Luke are correct in asserting that Jesus was born in the time of Herod, the birthday of Jesus would have to be earlier, and most scholars suggest somewhere between 6 and 4 BC.

So, besides the minimal attention given to Jesus' nativity by the early church, one more reason that the early Christians did not celebrate the birth of Jesus is that they did not know the date on which it had occurred. That of course raises the question of why most Christians now celebrate the birth of Jesus on December 25, and we will get to that shortly.
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In western Christianity we have no clear evidence for an annual celebration focused on the birth of Jesus until the fourth century, but one other related Christian observance, Epiphany, arose somewhat earlier among eastern Christians. I will make several references to “eastern Christianity” and “western Christianity,” so let me briefly explain this division for those who are not familiar with the background. Jesus, and the religion of Christianity, were born into the Roman Empire, a vast realm that extended around the Mediterranean Sea. This empire had an important cultural division within it, generally summarized as Greek and Latin. When many of us took a basic Western civilization history course in high school or college, we learned first about ancient Greek civilization, including Socrates, democracy, the Olympic Games, and so many other Greek contributions, and then we learned about Roman civilization that arose later and conquered Greek areas plus additional territory. Yet the Greek side of the empire did not feel fully conquered, often seeing itself as culturally superior and only tolerating the control exerted by Roman military might. The Greek portion of the empire was the eastern side of the Mediterranean, extending from Egypt through Palestine up to what we now call Syria, Turkey, and Greece. The western side, using Latin as a common language, encompassed both northern Africa and southern Europe, including Italy. With this kind of unofficial fault line, there was a cultural fissure running through the Roman Empire, creating east-west, or Greek-Latin, differences. It should come as no surprise that, when Christianity spread throughout the Mediterranean, Christianity also developed cultural divisions similar to the larger cultural tensions in the empire, with Greek-speaking and Latin-speaking Christians, and with contrasting practices and theological tendencies. We might picture Christianity in its first thousand years as a rope with two strands, east and west, wound together. They were unified as one church, more or less, but the two strands kept pulling apart, and by the eleventh century they came unraveled. Today's heirs of the eastern side are Orthodox Christians, and the heirs of the western side are both Roman Catholics and Protestants.

The earliest celebrations of Epiphany arose in eastern Christianity, although even that claim is debated by a few scholars. The fact is, our knowledge about the earliest forms of Epiphany is very sketchy. The noted historian Roland Bainton began a classic article on the topic by stating simply, “The origins of the Christian feast of Epiphany on the sixth of January are still obscure,” and unfortunately, very little has been clarified in the years since he wrote those words.4 This is frustrating when we try to summarize the origins not only of Epiphany but also of Christmas, because our evidence is so fragmentary. Even when we are fortunate to have some documents, we are often forced to rely on copies made centuries later, and that naturally leads to additional questions about the authenticity of the copies. So the most candid answer to many of our questions is “we do not know,” and even though scholars frequently seem very certain of themselves in their vigorous academic debates, our theories about the earliest beginnings of Epiphany and Christmas are educated guesses. It also means that almost any generalization I offer probably has some scholar, somewhere, who would dissent.

“Epiphany” comes from a Greek word meaning “manifestation” or “showing forth,” and in this context it refers to how Jesus was revealed or made manifest to the world as the son of God. Thinking about the different ways that Christians believe Jesus Christ was disclosed to the world, we can imagine a number of biblical stories that Christians might feature in an “epiphany” celebration or feast. One obvious candidate for emphasis would be the baptism of Jesus, because that is when some gospels say that a dove (or the Holy Spirit, like a dove) descended on Jesus and a voice proclaimed Jesus to be God's son. With dramatic signs like that, certainly Jesus' baptism would be considered an epiphany, showing forth who Jesus was. Another event we might emphasize is the miracle when Jesus turned water into wine at a wedding in Cana, because that was the first of Jesus' public miracles, at least according to the gospel of John. We could also add other miracles, especially very public ones, like Jesus feeding the five thousand. In addition, it certainly would make sense to bring up the birth of Jesus, appearing into the world accompanied by signs and wonders. Yet part of the message of the nativity stories is that the world tended to ignore this baby rather than recognize his importance, so it might not be the best emphasis for an Epiphany celebration. Perhaps a better focus would be the appearance of the magi or wise men, because bringing their gifts to the Christ child could symbolize the world's recognition of Jesus. I have described these possibilities as speculation, but in fact, all of these themes have been included in Epiphany celebrations at one time or another, in varying mixtures, at various places: Jesus' baptism, certain miracles, his birth, and the wise men. Epiphany has always had a very mixed focus.

The earliest indication of what might be called Epiphany festivities comes in comments by Clement of Alexandria (approximately 150–215), who mentioned that the “followers of Basilides” in Egypt celebrated Jesus' baptism on January 6. This group, although they saw themselves as Christians, were eventually considered heretics by the majority church. We do not know if other Christians in that region also had such observances, in the same years or shortly thereafter. Maybe, maybe not. A prevailing view is that, although we cannot chart exactly how or when, Epiphany spread throughout the eastern portion of the Christian church and, by sometime in the 300s, Epiphany on January 6 had become a widely observed day among eastern Christians. By then it also appears that Epiphany had become more focused on the nativity, although still mixed with other themes. When Roman (western) Christians eventually started to recognize December 25 as Jesus' birthday, they met resistance from some eastern Christians who complained that they already had a commemoration of Jesus' birth, and it was January 6.

And why was Epiphany on January 6? Since we know so little about other aspects of the beginning of Epiphany observances, we are uncertain about this as well. Perhaps some speculative Christian calculations convinced many followers that January 6 was the actual date of Jesus' birth or his baptism. Perhaps a widening circle of Christians followed the practice of the followers of Basilides, even though the Basilidian theology was disputed. Throughout the twentieth century a widely accepted theory was that eastern Christians developed an Epiphany celebration to compete with an Egyptian winter solstice on January 6. More recent scholarship by liturgical historian Thomas Talley has raised questions about whether there really was an ancient preexisting Egyptian solstice festival on that date.5

Yet whether it was a solstice festival or not, it does seem that pre-Christian Egyptians had something happening on January 6. A fourth-century bishop of Cyprus, Epiphanius, who spent time as a youth in Egyptian monasteries, claimed that at Alexandria January 6 coincided with the birth of Aeon, from the virgin goddess Kore, an anniversary that the people celebrated with an all-night vigil, music, and processions carrying torches. Epiphanius also reported an Egyptian belief that on January 5 or 6 water from the Nile turned into wine. So, in Egypt, was the development of the special Christian day of Epiphany an attempt to co-opt or replace a festival already in place? Did Christian and Egyptian religious practices influence one another? I hate to keep saying this, but we do not know. Yet it seems to be a fairly good guess.

We are fairly confident in saying this: a January 6 observance of Epiphany arose and spread in the eastern church, maybe as early as the 200s, but certainly by the 300s, celebrating several ways that Jesus was made manifest in the world as the son of God. From an earlier emphasis on Jesus' baptism, the nativity story had become an increasingly central part of Epiphany by the fourth century.

ROMAN WINTER
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The western church appears to have had no such Epiphany tradition. For the west, especially Rome, the first official recognition of a date as the birthday of Jesus was December 25, but such observances did not start until sometime in the fourth century. Historical surveys usually include something very brief like “the first extant reference to the Feast of the Nativity may be as old as 336.”6 Because this was such a late start for the holiday that has become so significant in the modern Christian world, I became curious to learn more about the crucial document that provides our earliest evidence. The basic facts are these.

In the West, the first written record we have that associates the birth of Jesus with December 25 is found in a Roman document called the Philocalian Calendar, also known as the Chronograph of 354, which is itself a collection of lists and records, something like an illustrated almanac. Its information was drawn from both civil and Christian sources, and it included, among other things, lists of Roman holidays, a table of dates for Easter, lists of Roman bishops and Christian martyrs, with their burial locations, a listing of the consuls of Rome, pictures of four capital cities of the Roman Empire, and pictures of emperor Constantius II and his vice emperor. Philocalus was the name of the Greek artist or engraver. The Philocalian Calendar contained no mention of Epiphany. Also, given the Christian attitudes toward birthdays, the lists of Christian martyrs and of Roman bishops were arranged by date of death.

At two points in this document, December 25 was cited as the birth date of Christ. One mention placed it at the beginning of the list of the death dates of martyrs. Thus by that time December 25 seems to have been the beginning of the Christian liturgical calendar, and the annual listing of the death dates of martyrs would run from December 25 one year to December 25 the next year, with the birth of Christ as the key event. Yes, it seems a bit odd that the list recognized the birth date of Jesus but the death dates of the martyrs. The other mention of December 25 came in a chronological listing of the consuls of Rome. At one point in the list of consuls it says (translated into English): “Christ is born during the consulate of C. Caesar Augustus and L. Aemilianus Paulus on 25 December, a Friday, the 15th day of the new moon.”7

The Philocalian Calendar was compiled in 354, and complicated scholarly arguments hold that selected documents within it date from 336, so it appears that by either 336 or 354, December 25 had become a recognized date for Christ's birthday in the Roman church. Because such practices seldom arise instantly in one single year, it is a reasonable presumption that Christmas observances on December 25 began somewhat earlier, but this is the first time it appears in an extant written record. Later in the fourth century, sermons and other church documents provide additional evidence that Christians were celebrating December 25 as the birth of Christ and that the practice was spreading throughout the larger church.

Although the eastern church offered some initial resistance, observance of Christ's birth on December 25 spread throughout the Christian realm in the late 300s and early 400s. It almost seems as if the eastern and western churches negotiated a trade, saying to each other, “we will adopt your observance if you adopt ours.” So almost all of the eastern churches except the Armenian came to celebrate Christmas on December 25, and in turn the western churches adopted Epiphany, which in the western version focused on the coming of the magi. Finally, Jesus had a widespread birthday celebration.

In 567 the Council of Tours proclaimed that the entire period between Christmas and Epiphany should be considered part of the celebration, creating what became known as the twelve days of Christmas, or what the English called Christmastide. On the last of the twelve days, called Twelfth Night, various cultures developed a wide range of additional special festivities. The variation extends even to the issue of how to count the days. If Christmas Day is the first of the twelve days, then Twelfth Night would be on January 5, the eve of Epiphany. If December 26, the day after Christmas, is the first day, then Twelfth Night falls on January 6, the evening of Epiphany itself.

After Christmas and Epiphany were in place, on December 25 and January 6, with the twelve days of Christmas in between, Christians also gradually added a period called Advent, as a time of spiritual preparation leading up to Christmas. For today's Catholics and Protestants, it now begins on the Sunday closest to November 30, and it extends up to and including the day before Christmas. That means that Advent may last from twenty-two to twenty-eight days, but it always includes four Sundays. For Eastern Orthodox Christians Advent is a little longer, starting on November 15. Just as Lent developed among Christians as a period of fasting and repentance in preparation for Easter, Advent became a parallel time of preparing for Christmas. In fact, the Eastern Orthodox sometimes refer to Advent as “Little Lent” or “Christmas Lent.” One common feature of the season is the Advent wreath, a circle of evergreen branches that holds Advent candles, bringing us back once again to familiar elements of midwinter festivities.

However, we still have not answered two basic questions. Why did the Christmas observance arise at all, after two or three centuries of early Christianity without it, and why choose the date of December 25? The answers involve Roman midwinter parties, and Constantine.

By the late third century, Roman culture featured three festivities from mid-December into January. The first one was Saturnalia, described in chapter 1. This was perhaps the favorite party of the year for many Romans, lasting from three to seven days or even longer, generally from December 17 to December 23.

The second major festival was the January Kalends. Kalends is a term that refers to the first day of the month, and the English word “calendar” derives from this Latin term. The January Kalends was essentially a New Year's party, coming only a week or so after the Saturnalia and lasting up to five days. On New Year's Eve crowds joined in processions, with singing and heavy drinking most of the night, and in the morning partiers fell into bed to recuperate. On New Year's Day Roman consuls were inducted into office, and then festivities took place in the homes of all, rich and poor, for several days. “The houses were decorated with lights and greenery,” tables overflowed with food, and people exchanged gifts. Here is how Libanius, a fourth-century writer, described some features of the celebration:

Everywhere may be seen carousals and well-laden tables; luxurious abundance is found in the houses of the rich, but also in the houses of the poor better food than usual is put upon the table. The impulse to spend seizes everyone. He who the whole year through has taken pleasure in saving and piling up his pence, becomes suddenly extravagant…. People are not only generous towards themselves, but also towards their fellow-men. A stream of presents pours itself out on all sides…. The Kalends festival banishes all that is connected with toil, and allows men to give themselves up to undisturbed enjoyment.8

As we observed in the last chapter, note once again the many predictable features of midwinter festivals: lights, greenery, feasts, gifts, social gatherings, and a holiday from work.

So, Roman winters featured the Saturnalia from December 17 to 23, and Kalends celebrations starting on New Year's Eve lasted for several days. In between those two festivities was a third observance, the birthday of the sun god, Sol Invictus. And when do you suppose it was? December 25, the date of the winter solstice by that era's calendar, when the days stopped getting shorter and were poised to grow longer again.

Many ancient cultures have given attention to the sun, and Greeks and Romans were no exception. In Greek culture it was the god Helios, named Sol in Latin by the Romans. In the second century a somewhat different pattern of sun worship was imported from the east, centered on Sol Invictus, the unconquered sun, and in 274 the emperor Aurelian built a temple to Sol Invictus at Rome, with its own college of priests. This solar worship became associated with another religious tradition called Mithraism, centered on Mithras, a god of light and truth, also identified as a warrior god. Joining the two gods together, some altars were dedicated to Sol Invictus Mithras, and Roman emperors following Aurelian were connected with this religion of the sun. The birthday on December 25 was not a pervasive observance among the masses, when compared with Saturnalia and the January Kalends, but the practices of this religion with secret rituals did include army officers, the wealthy, and government officials. More obvious to the masses was the name of a day of the week, Sol (Sunday), in honor of the sun god.

Then came Constantine, the first Roman emperor to embrace Christianity, who ruled some or all of the empire from 306 to 337. When he ended the Roman persecution of Christians, everything changed. In the decades following Constantine's formal declaration of toleration for Christians, Christians could build grand buildings instead of worshipping in homes and other private places. Worship could take on the trappings of royal processions and ceremonies, with vestments and extensive formal liturgies. Christians now had the luxury of publicly debating at length the many intricacies of theology. Christianity was now fully legal, practicing in the open, and receiving support and encouragement from the government, which hoped that Christianity could help unify the empire. And in its newly public role, Christianity was now in a position to contend openly with its rivals, which included Roman deities and, more important for our story, Roman midwinter parties.

Lo and behold, Christmas arose precisely in the new era inaugurated by Constantine. The dating of the Philocalian Calendar suggests that Christmas developed either in Constantine's lifetime or shortly after his death. We have no document in which Constantine or a bishop of Rome tells us exactly why the birthday celebration of Jesus got started on December 25, but it obviously had something to do with the winter festivities already in place. It is fanciful, but I try to imagine Constantine, as a devotee of Sol Invictus, announcing to his soldiers and his government officials that he planned to accept Christianity and that he wanted them to become Christians too. If his next comment was, “The bad news is that you will have to give up all three of your winter parties,” how many people do you think would have followed him into this new religion? Some way or another, Christmas was started to compete with rival Roman religions, or to co-opt the winter celebrations as a way to spread Christianity, or to baptize the winter festivals with Christian meaning in an effort to limit their excesses. Most likely, it was all three.

Some church historians would prefer to emphasize other factors in the development of Christmas. There may have been certain early Christians who honestly believed that Jesus was born on December 25, but it takes a very complicated argument to make that case. It is more persuasive to discuss the theological reasons for developing a birthday celebration for Jesus. Once Christians could more fully discuss theology, and with the beginning of empirewide gatherings of Christian bishops like the Council of Nicaea (325), the Christian church argued about proper ways to understand who Jesus was. The majority church rejected claims that Jesus was a god who only appeared to be human, or that Jesus was a human who did not become divine until his baptism. Thus, it made sense to add a Christian observance to emphasize the theme of incarnation (“the Word became flesh and dwelt among us”), and to claim that Jesus was special even from the moment of his birth, or before. Yet those theological themes do not explain why the celebration had to be on December 25. Whatever the role of theological themes or calculations about the date of Jesus' birth, we cannot avoid the reality of Roman midwinter parties and Christianity's conscious decision to place a Christmas celebration right in the middle of them. From the beginning, Christmas combined preexisting midwinter parties, often prone to excess, with an overlay of Christian meaning. The birthday of the sun god was changed into the birthday of God the Son, in a general context of winter celebrations.

This arrangement had advantages and disadvantages. Christians used solar symbolism to promote messages about Jesus Christ, and yet, at the same time church leaders struggled against worship of the sun and the excesses of winter festivals. Interesting examples of these dynamics can be found in a series of Christmas sermons given by Leo I, Leo the Great, one of the most significant early Roman pontiffs, who lived about a century after the beginning of Christmas (he was pope from 440 to 461). Leo thought it was very appropriate to celebrate the birthday of Jesus, the “light of the world,” on the winter solstice: “this nativity which is to be adored in heaven and on earth is suggested to us by no day more than this, and by the new light, even now shining in its beginning.” Yet Leo also complained that some Christians bowed to the rising sun before entering the basilica, and he was “full of grief and vexation” at such a remnant of “old superstition.”9

Historian Stephen Nissenbaum articulately summarizes the implications of the inauguration of an observance on December 25 to celebrate the birth of Jesus.

The decision was part of what amounted to a compromise, and a compromise for which the Church paid a high price. Late-December festivities were deeply rooted in popular culture, both in observance of the winter solstice and in celebration of the one brief period of leisure and plenty in the agricultural year. In return for ensuring massive observance of the anniversary of the Savior's birth by assigning it to this resonant date, the Church for its part tacitly agreed to allow the holiday to be celebrated more or less the way it had always been. From the beginning, the Church's hold over Christmas was (and remains still) rather tenuous. There were always people for whom Christmas was a time of pious devotion rather than carnival, but such people were always in the minority. It may not be going too far to say that Christmas has always been an extremely difficult holiday to Christianize.10

The struggle to keep Christian meanings from being overwhelmed by other elements of winter festivity has continued throughout the entire history of Christmas.

Today, when concerned Christians mount campaigns to “Keep Christ in Christmas” or to remind people that “Jesus is the Reason for the Season,” it is often with an underlying desire to return to the pure spiritual holiday that Christmas once was, before later cultural interference and commercialization ruined it. Yet once we learn about the event's history, it is clear that Christmas never was the pure spiritual holiday we imagine. (Stephanie Coontz has written a book on a totally different subject, but the book's clever title is very appropriate here: The Way We Never Were.)11 From its very beginnings, Christmas was a fusion of preexisting winter festivals and Christian themes.
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There is one other implication of this discussion that we should acknowledge, at least briefly, before moving further into the history of Christmas. Some people are surprised, or even shocked, when they learn that early Christians in the first two or three centuries did not celebrate Christmas, or that only two of the four gospels provide a nativity story, or that Jesus was not really born on December 25. That leads to larger questions. In light of these other surprises, people might wonder about the traditional account of the birth of Jesus. Is it historically true, or is it all just a fable, something made up?

This question involves difficult historical and heavy theological issues, and various Christians offer contrasting answers. In a brief book like this it is hard to do the question justice, but we could at least clarify the issues and some of the possible answers. An important starting point is to recognize that this question involves two different levels of discussion.

The first level has to do with traditions that have been added to the narratives found in the gospels of Matthew and Luke. On this matter there is little disagreement among biblical scholars of all stripes: Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox, conservative, mainline, and liberal. It is simply a fact that many beloved elements of the Christmas story do not appear in the gospel accounts and are traditions added later, somewhere along the way. Could they still be historical? Perhaps. But for those Christians who use the gospel narratives as a baseline for reliability, many of the Christmas details are not in Matthew and Luke. Here are some examples:

No donkey. There are so many Christmas pictures of Mary riding a donkey and Joseph walking beside them. If the picture is of Mary and Joseph alone, one assumes they are on the way to Bethlehem, and if Mary has a baby in her arms we assume that they are fleeing to Egypt, to avoid Herod's threat. In neither case do Matthew or Luke mention a donkey. Look it up.

So, where did the donkey come from? Probably from Isaiah, and this raises a general issue of biblical interpretation. When the author of the gospel of Matthew told his version of the nativity story, he wanted to demonstrate that Jesus fulfilled various messianic prophecies in Hebrew scriptures. In fact, some scholars suspect that Matthew shaped his version of the nativity story so that it would fit with Hebrew passages about a messiah. Following Matthew's example, other Christians scoured the Hebrew Bible to try to find anything else that would hint of Jesus, and they found quite a few verses. Some Christians view them as convincing predictions or at least hints about Jesus, and other Christians and most Jews disparage the connections as far-fetched and complain that they wrench the passages out of context. One example is Isaiah 1:3, which contains a vision Isaiah received from the Lord, criticizing the people of Israel: “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master's crib; but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.” Is the “master's crib,” or manger, a reference to Jesus who would be born in the future? For Christians who thought so, that is probably how the donkey got added to the Christmas story. In addition to Isaiah, one of the other gospels that did not make it into the Christian Bible, the Protoevangelium of James, also called the Infancy Gospel of James, written in the middle of the second century, says that one of Joseph's sons led a donkey on the way to Bethlehem. That account adds not only the donkey but also a new character, a son of Joseph.12

No oxen or sheep around the manger. Of course, oxen and sheep are always part of any good nativity scene, but Matthew and Luke do not mention them either. It might be logical to presume their presence, but there is no explicit gospel passage that says so. When shepherds came to visit the baby Jesus, perhaps they would bring some sheep with them, but the sheep might as easily be left in the fields under the care of someone else. The oxen were probably drawn from the same passage, Isaiah 1:3, where we found the donkey. If Mary, Joseph, and the baby were in a stable, it certainly could be plausible that other animals would surround them, but, come to think of it, the stable is an addition too. Luke 2:7 says simply that Mary “laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” That's all. From mention of a manger, tradition has added the conclusion that the setting must be a stable out back of the inn, although other later writings also mention a cave, which became a popular image in medieval Christianity. Anyway, if we add a stable or a cave, it makes sense to add some animals. In this manner we have filled out the very minimal biblical story, to bring it to life and add creative details.

No bright star. Yes, the gospel of Matthew does say that the wise men followed a star, but no passage says that this star was brighter than the others. According to Matthew, wise men observed the star “at its rising” and found the baby when the star “stopped,” which suggests movement, but no verse mentions brightness. Brightness is featured in the Protoevangelium of James, the second-century gospel we just mentioned that did not make it into the generally accepted Christian Bible. In that story, the magi said to Herod, “We saw a star in the sky that was so brilliant that it dimmed the other stars to the point where they were no longer visible” (James 21:8).13 Thus the tradition of an especially bright star became part of the Christmas tradition, but the claim of brightness is not in the gospel of Matthew. This serves as another good example of how traditions outside the biblical text have come to play very important roles in the contemporary Christmas story.

No specific number of wise men, no kings, and no names. The gospel of Matthew tells a story about magi, who were apparently some combination of astrologers, astronomers, and religiously wise people, almost priests. Thus, we often get the English translation of “wise men.” But the gospel of Matthew does not say that there were three of them; it says that the magi brought three gifts, and tradition has drawn the conclusion that three people must have brought three gifts. In addition, nothing in Matthew's story suggests that they were kings. That tradition apparently comes from cross-referencing Matthew with Psalm 72:10–11, which is probably about King Solomon: “May the kings of Tarshish and of the isles render him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts. May all kings fall down before him, all nations give him service.” In Matthew the wise men bring three gifts and kneel down before Jesus, and in Psalm 72 kings from three places bring gifts and are encouraged to fall down before Solomon. Thus, passages about Solomon and Jesus became fused, and tradition now uses kings and wise men interchangeably in the Christmas story. Another cross-reference occurs in Isaiah 60, which mentions gold and frankincense, which are two of the three gifts Matthew included in his Christmas story. So either Matthew shaped his story to include the gifts in Isaiah 60, or Isaiah 60 is a God-inspired prediction of the magi, depending on your theology. Since other verses in Isaiah 60 mention kings and camels, they have been added to the traditional Christmas story. (There are no camels in Matthew.) Finally, the names Balthasar, Melchior, and Caspar are not in the Bible, nor is the tradition that one of them was black. Again, they are later traditions, not from any biblical source. Countries like Armenia and Egypt, by the way, have different names for the magi.

All of this may sound like nit-picking, but it is the first level of discussion when a person asks, “Is the Christmas story true?” The first answer is that many aspects of the familiar nativity story do not come from the gospel accounts; they are traditions that arose later, from cross-references with Hebrew scriptures, or from various other cultural sources, to amplify the story with creative imagination. At this level, Christians of all backgrounds and beliefs recognize that many beloved traditions are later additions. And for most people, even though numerous traditions are not in the basic nativity stories of Matthew and Luke, they still are cherished. Christians continue to add to the traditions with songs and stories, imagining a crippled shepherd boy, or conversations among animals, to enhance the narrative in touching and humorous ways.

The second level of discussion is much more contentious, debating whether the basic story itself is historical. Were there really shepherds and wise men at all, or are they part of a metaphorical nativity story provided by the early church? Is the virgin birth a literal historical claim or a symbolic affirmation about Jesus? Of course, this debate generally takes place within the Christian circle and is not a major issue for those of other religions, those who are secular, and those who are more interested in the cultural aspects of Christmas.

One view is that virtually all of the nativity story did happen literally in history. Paul Barnett, who was the Anglican bishop of North Sydney, Australia, from 1990 to 2001, and who has taught in Vancouver and in Australia, is one person who supports that position. His book Is the New Testament Reliable?, which also has been published under the title Is the New Testament History?, answers yes. Regarding the New Testament as a whole, Barnett says that “most people want to know whether or not the New Testament is historically true before they can begin to think about believing its theological message.” Therefore, he sets out to demonstrate that the New Testament is internally consistent and that it also fits with evidence and writings beyond the Bible. In a chapter on the birth of Jesus, he finds it “reasonable to accept” the historicity of the gospel birth stories. “Matthew and Luke, though clearly independent of each other, agree on the major details of when and where it occurred, as well as the miraculous conception of the child. Moreover, many incidental details in the stories fit unobtrusively yet consistently into the known background of Jewish history.” As an aside, Barnett adds an interesting “word of caution”: “see Christ as he was through the sober lenses of the Gospels, not through the rose-colored glasses of popular Christmas tradition.”14

The viewpoint represented by Robert J. Miller, who teaches religious studies at Juniata College in Pennsylvania, is almost a polar opposite of Barnett's. After studying the infancy narratives in the gospels of Matthew and Luke, plus external evidence, Miller says that in the case of the nativity stories “we are left with little reason to think that Luke and Matthew recorded actual history. Rather, we have strong reasons to think that they freely created their stories to express theological, not historical, truth.” Yet Miller quickly adds, “That assessment would not have been alarming, nor even especially interesting, to the gospels' original readers. For them, the truth of this kind of story did not depend on its historicity.” Others have compared this view to the parables told by Jesus. When Jesus told the story of a Samaritan who helped a wounded traveler after supposedly religious people had passed him by, it did not really matter whether the incident actually happened. What was important, what was “true,” was the meaning of the story. In a comparable way, Miller is convinced that the authors of the infancy narratives “did not intend them to be historical accounts, nor did their audiences expect it.”15 The nativity stories were narratives intended to communicate who Jesus was, and how important he was, Miller argues.

The late Raymond Brown, a Roman Catholic priest recognized by both Protestants and Catholics as a preeminent New Testament scholar, wrote a long, very detailed commentary on the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke called The Birth of the Messiah. His views would fall somewhere in between those of Barnett and Miller. On one hand, he wrote, “I think an intelligent case can be made for the historicity of some of the details in the infancy narratives that have a close relationship to Christian doctrine,” especially the “overall narratives.” On the other hand, Brown added that “close analysis of the infancy narratives makes it unlikely that either account is completely historical.” He saw contradictions between the two gospels, not just differences, and he concluded that certain details, such as the census that supposedly brought Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem, conflict with external evidence. Also, he noted that Herod's massacre of male children at Bethlehem, in an attempt to kill Jesus, sounds very much like Pharaoh's order to slaughter the children of the Israelites in an attempt to kill Moses. Similarly, descriptions of the parents of John the Baptist are copied almost verbatim from descriptions of Abraham and Sarah in the Hebrew Bible. Because the parallels are so close, Brown finds them “implausible as history” but meaningful as a transition, the “preaching of the Church presented in the imagery of Israel.”16

So, to oversimplify, Barnett claims that the gospel accounts of Jesus' birth are historically reliable, Miller says that they are spiritual, metaphorical stories and that the gospel authors did not even intend them to be historical, and Brown believes that some portions are historical and some are not. In this spectrum of views, the hottest arguments are about whether the virgin birth, or virgin conception of Jesus, is historically true or a metaphorical claim. That dispute rests less on historical evidence than it does on differences between very basic, underlying beliefs. If you are interested in animated discussions of these topics, the bibliography at the end of this volume includes several books about biblical interpretations and the nativity stories, from contrasting perspectives.

What interests me is that, in spite of the fundamental disagreements between these Christian biblical scholars about whether the nativity accounts are history or symbolic stories, they seem to agree with each other in major ways on what Christmas means to them: that God is with us, the importance of Jesus, and messages of love, joy, and peace.

[image: images]

A long additional note about calendar differences regarding Christmas: As we saw, in the fourth and fifth centuries, both eastern and western Christians agreed to celebrate Christmas on December 25, and Epiphany on January 6. Yet today some Eastern Orthodox Christians observe the birthday of Christ on a different day than most Catholics and Protestants. Why is that? The answer has to do with differences in calendars, and I must confess that every time I try to sort out the intricacies of these calendars, I get dizzy. It is confusing.

The variation has to do with a transition from the Julian to the Gregorian calendars. The Julian calendar was introduced in 46 BC (or BCE), under Julius Caesar in the Roman Empire (hence the calendar's name), and it took force in 45. It is similar to the basic calendar we know today, with 365 days, twelve months, and a leap day added every four years. Thus, Jesus was born under the Julian calendar, and some centuries later when Epiphany developed on January 6, and Christmas settled on December 25, those developments occurred under the Julian calendar as well. Once Epiphany and Christmas were in place, on their respective dates, almost all Christians both east and west, Orthodox and Catholic, celebrated them on the same days until the sixteenth century.

Then the Gregorian calendar was introduced, in 1582. The Julian calendar had a problem because, as measured by the movement of the sun (equinoxes and solstices), it was off about eleven minutes per year. The persons who designed the calendar were aware of the problem, but they thought it was so small that it really did not make much difference. Every 134 years, though, that discrepancy would amount to a whole day, and after a thousand years it became more and more obvious. So a modification of the Julian calendar was decreed in 1582 by Pope Gregory XIII, for whom the new calendar was named. At first the Gregorian calendar was adopted only by Catholic nations, then later by Protestants, and last by eastern European countries. It was adopted in 1700 by Denmark, Norway, and Protestant Germany, and phased in over many years in Sweden. In 1752 it was adopted by England, Scotland, and the British empire, including the American colonies. Thus, in English lands in 1752, September 2 was followed the next day by September 14, to readjust the calendar, leading some people to campaign “Give us back our eleven days!” Russia adopted the Gregorian calendar in 1917, after its revolution, and Greece was the last of eastern Europe to do so, in 1923.

However, although the civil governments in these countries adopted the Gregorian calendar, the churches did not always follow. Virtually all Catholics and Protestants adopted the Gregorian calendar in setting the dates of their observances, but Eastern Orthodox Christians had varying responses. In 1923 some of the Orthodox adopted a revised Julian calendar that would for all practical purposes be the same as the Gregorian calendar until 2800. They are sometimes called the “New Calendarists,” and they include Orthodox churches in Greece, Bulgaria, Romania, Poland, Cyprus, Constantinople, Alexandria, and Antioch. They celebrate Christmas on the same day that Catholics and Protestants do, at least until 2800. (Because the revised Julian calendar of the New Calendarists is not exactly the same as the Gregorian calendar, differences will emerge again in a few hundred years.)

Other Orthodox Christians decided to keep the old Julian calendar and thus are called, not surprisingly, “Old Calendarists.” This group includes Orthodox churches in Russia, Georgia, the Ukraine, Serbia, Jerusalem, and some rebellious Old Calendarists in Greece. They would say that they too celebrate Christmas on December 25, but because they rely on a different calendar, they disagree about when December 25 occurs. These days, December 25 on the Julian calendar of the Old Calendarists is January 7 on the Gregorian calendar that almost everyone else uses. The day when Old Calendarists observe Epiphany also falls thirteen days later.

So, almost all Christians observe Christmas on December 25 and Epiphany on January 6. They just disagree about when those days occur, because they are working from different calendars.

Easter is not quite the same. In this case, both the Old and New Calendarists follow the old Julian calendar, so almost all Orthodox Christians observe Easter on a day different from Catholics and Protestants, but that is another story.

I told you it was confusing.
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