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Introduction

Welcome to
The Top 40
Traditions of Christmas!

Christmas traditions form the foundation of the holiday season—and this book considers the “story behind the story” for forty favorite customs.

Familiar things like Christmas trees, candy canes, Santa Claus, and lighting displays have little-known histories or deeper meanings that make them worthy of contemplation for those of us who celebrate Christmas as the birth of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

The Top 40 Traditions of Christmas provides that intriguing information for the most beloved songs, movies, characters, and activities of the season. We hope you enjoy the readings that follow.

And, by the way, Merry Christmas!


1
Advent Calendars

Who?

Early Advent calendars were homemade affairs costing nothing but time and imagination. With the increasing popularity of the tradition, inevitably someone would commercialize it. Hand-drawn calendars were in use as far back as 1851, but the first printed version was made by Munich printer Gerhard Lang in 1908. It came with twenty-four little pictures that could be fixed to the cardboard background. It took several years for the idea of covering the backboard with twenty-four little doors to be introduced.

Lang’s printing company went out of business twenty years later, but his idea survived and is now a popular part of the Christmas tradition.

What?

The first Advent calendars were simply ways of marking the passing days in the run-up to Christmas. People made chalk marks on their door in excited anticipation of the day the Christ child would come through it.

Gerhard Lang’s mother stuck sweet treats to a cardboard calendar each morning before he woke. The modern equivalent, which she inspired and he developed, has little boxes with chocolate figures waiting to be uncovered.

Some Advent calendars still have Christmas or faith-oriented scenes behind the chocolate treat, but, in a more secular age, they are often simply images of general celebration or pictures of the celebrities or animated characters endorsing the calendar.

Where?

Like many other Christmas traditions, the Advent calendar was a German invention. It is thought to have originated among Lutheran communities and spread to other churches in the area, but the tradition remained in Germany until the outbreak of World War II. Production of Advent calendars ceased during the war years. Afterward a German manufacturer reintroduced the Advent calendar to the world and helped make it an important part of the modern Christmas.

These days Advent calendars are sold and displayed in most countries where Christmas is celebrated. Being displayed by children from the first day of December, they are the first sign of Christmas in many households.

When?

The Advent season begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas and ends on Christmas Day. Modern Advent calendars usually begin on the first day of December, with a compartment for that day and each of the next twenty-four. Perhaps in an effort to outsell their competitors, some manufacturers add an extra day for Boxing Day. Some even go as far as New Year’s Eve. Understandably, children tend to prefer the latter type!

The tradition of marking the days of Advent with some sort of calendar goes back to the beginning of the 1800s, but the period has been marked out as special in one way or another since the fourth century.

Why?

The Advent period has a triple-layered meaning in many churches. Sermons during the four weeks might refer to the time the Jewish people spent waiting for the Messiah or the time Christians spend in anticipation of the Second Coming. Overshadowing both of these is the simple, and very present, anticipation of the celebration of the birth of Christ. Advent or adventus is Latin for “coming” or “approaching.”

Advent calendars help renew the excitement of the period every day, with children rushing each morning to see what picture or sweet treat is hidden behind the next door, until Christmas Day arrives.


2
Advent Wreaths

Who?

The practice of making midwinter wreaths was popular in northern Europe in the centuries before Christianity arrived. The Romans, famously, made wreaths of laurel leaves for their champions and leaders. Other people groups made evergreen wreaths.

But it took some creative thinking by German pastor Johann Hinrich Wichern to associate the wreath with the Advent period and develop its Christian symbolism.

Pastor Wichern devoted his life to “home missions,” traveling all across Germany to establish Sunday schools, children’s homes, and rescue stations for the destitute. He eventually became an inspector of prisons. Pastor Wichern was a Protestant, but before long both Protestant and the Catholic communities had enthusiastically embraced his new idea.

What?

The wreath was traditionally made of evergreen branches woven tightly into a circle. It would be laid horizontally (rather than vertically, as is the tradition in many American homes these days) and decorated with seeds, nuts, and pinecones. Being made virtually fireproof by nature, it made a convenient and attractive setting for candles.

These days many families hang decorated wreaths on their front doors to show they are celebrating Christmas. The horizontal version can still be found in churches, where a candle will be lit for each week of the Advent period. A fifth candle, usually in the middle of the wreath, is often used to represent Christ.

Where?

Originally the candles on the midwinter wreaths made by pagan peoples would have been offerings to tempt the “dying” sun to come back in springtime. They may have had some Christian associations in the Middle Ages.

Pastor Wichern, who founded a mission school in Munich, is said to have been constantly pestered by the children who wanted to know how long it was until Christmas. So, he set a cart wheel on its side, decorated it with leaves and branches, and placed a candle on each spoke with one in the center. The children got to light a candle each day and so could see Christmas Day, and the last candle, coming ever closer.

When?

Midwinter wreaths have been made since time immemorial. Pastor Wichern made his cart wheel “wreath” in 1839. The two traditions must have seemed ripe for combining, but the smaller versions were definitely preferable. After all, most people could weave some branches together, but not everyone had a cart wheel to spare or a place to display one. Churches made the wreaths and candles part of their annual services, and people took their own versions into their homes.

Perhaps surprisingly for such a firmly established Christmas tradition, the practice of hanging Advent wreaths on the doors of homes or lighting Advent candles in church did not reach the United States until the 1930s.

Why?

Pastor Wichern may have invented his Advent wreath to quiet down some excited children, as the legend suggests, but he probably also had the spiritual education of his wards at heart.

Christians who adopted the pagan wreaths probably had no difficulty equating the idea of never-ending life with the Eternal God. The practice of encouraging the sun to come back in the springtime fit well with the idea of waiting, excitedly, for the second coming of the Son of God.

Different churches attach different symbolisms to the four external candles, but they all encourage excited anticipation in the weeks before the Christ candle is lit.


3
Angels

Who?

The Bible doesn’t say that Gabriel was the angel who announced the birth of Jesus to the shepherds, but it would seem very likely. After all it was he who told Mary she would give birth to the Son of God. The book of Luke tells of “an angel” making the announcement, but earlier in the story Gabriel described himself as the one who stands “in the presence of God; and am sent to speak unto thee” (Luke 1:19).

His name means “God is my strength,” and he serves as God’s messenger throughout the Bible. For an announcement of such magnificence, it seems highly unlikely God would have sent anyone else.

What?

Angels hold a position in creation somewhere between humanity and the divine. As such they are often used to carry important messages to humans or carry out God’s will on earth. The name angel ultimately derives from the Greek word for “messenger.”

The angels in the Bible seem to have presented themselves as men (sometimes as comforting messengers, sometimes as destroyers), but their beauty often leads to them being depicted in art as female. Most of the angels who adorn Christmas trees these days will be in the form of beautiful, adoring women with wings and halos. Surprisingly, no mention is made of angels having wings until the book of Revelation.

Where?

Gabriel and the other angels came directly from God and appeared, well, wherever there was a message that needed delivering! In the book of Luke the “heavenly host” appeared to the shepherds in a field in the night. Perhaps the shepherds were the only ones awake at that hour!

The Bible has them appearing in Israel and Judah, but there are very few countries where angelic appearances have not been recorded.

In family Christmases the angel (it will usually be either an angel or a star) takes pride of place at the very top of the tree, perhaps representing the idea that angels look down on us mortals from above.

When?

In the book of Genesis, an angel is sent to guard the Garden of Eden. Angels play a major role in the book of Revelation. These two books cover the whole span of creation. So angels have always been with us and always will be.

But when should you put your angel on top of your Christmas tree? Some folk favor the tradition of twelve days before Christmas and for twelve days after. Increasingly, though, people put their tree (and their angel) up straight after Thanksgiving, thus making the most of the time available either to shop or to anticipate the birth of the Lord.

Why?

All through the Bible, angels carry messages, comfort the needy, and punish the unrepentant, but no errand from God could have been as important as the one trusted to the unnamed angel on the night of the first Christmas. He had to announce nothing less than the arrival of God on earth in the form of a newborn child!

He appeared in the middle of the night more than two millennia ago to tell some shepherds the good news, showing that God loved the humble. He was joined by “the heavenly host,” who sang praises to God and promptly returned to heaven.

Why? For the salvation of all mankind. That’s why!


4
Boxing Day

Who?

Rather wonderfully, the day after the one dedicated to Jesus Christ’s birth is dedicated to Saint Stephen, Christianity’s first-known martyr. In many countries Boxing Day is better known as St. Stephen’s Day.

St. Stephen’s Day, described as “the Feast of Stephen,” is featured in the carol “Good King Wenceslas.”

What?

Many countries where Christmas is a recognized holiday have some version of Boxing Day. It may be an officially sanctioned holiday from work, a day of spiritual observance, or simply a day of recovering from the excesses of Christmas.

In times when real holidays were much scarcer, Boxing Day undoubtedly had greater significance, but these days it does tend to get absorbed into the Christmas celebrations. Often it is little more than a chance to enjoy some major sporting events or simply catch up with the family and friends not seen on Christmas Day. (Not that those are unimportant things!)

Increasingly January sales are beginning on Boxing Day.

Where?

Boxing Day is recognized and celebrated in the United Kingdom and Commonwealth countries (countries associated with the former British Empire) across the world. Places with a strong Catholic or Lutheran tradition have also tended to preserve the idea of St. Stephen’s Day. The combination of the two traditions means that one or the other is celebrated in many countries. However, many people in the United States have only read about the day.

For many the tradition will be celebrated in the home, but if we were to combine the charitable aspect of the day with the love displayed at Christmas, we could take a little Boxing Day generosity to some place where there was a need to be met.

When?

Boxing Day is celebrated on December 26. The Feast Day of St. Stephen, on which the tradition of Boxing Day stands, was proclaimed in 1083. Originally a day of remembrance and veneration, it became a day of charity to the poor and a valued holiday to people who worked in domestic service. It would have been one of the few days servants who lived in the grand homes of their masters were allowed time off to visit their families.

It was “on the Feast of Stephen” that Good King Wenceslas ventured out through the snow “deep and crisp and even” to take food and firewood to some poor neighbors.

Why?

Some believe the day got its name because the nobility and churches would traditionally empty their charity boxes to the poor on this day. Since medieval times, collecting boxes were left outside churches to collect money to feed the poor on St. Stephen’s Day.

Another possible meaning of the term Boxing Day derives from the gifts the nobility gave their servants. Primarily concerned with making sure their grand celebrations went well, members of the nobility would have required their staff to work on Christmas Day and given them the next day off. The servants were presented with boxes to take home to their families. Leftover food would be a substantial part of these gifts.

But because the name of the day isn’t easily explainable, an attempt was made in modern times to suggest that Boxing Day was the day children put their Christmas presents back in their boxes. The people who suggested it must never have had children!


5
Candy Canes

Who?

Legend has it that the choirmaster of Cologne Cathedral was the one who first bent straight white candy canes into their familiar inverted “J” shape. It wasn’t to represent the name Jesus, as is often thought, but to represent the crooks of the shepherds to whom the angel announced the first Nativity.

August Imgard, a German immigrant, brought the tradition to Ohio. He is generally credited with being the first person in America to decorate a Christmas tree with candy canes.

Gregory Keller, a Catholic priest and brother-in-law of Bob McCormack, invented the first candy cane machine. Bob McCormack’s company, Bob’s Candies, then became the major candy cane manufacturer.

What?

Shaped sugar treats were probably the earliest form of candy and would have been made (when the ingredients were available) by hand in the home. The recipe includes sugar, corn syrup, cream of tartar, flavoring, and coloring. The hardening mixture could be pulled into shapes, but the most common shape would have been the straight cane.

The colored stripe and flavor were added much later in the candy cane’s history.

The curve at the top of the cane (making it look like a shepherd’s crook) was not intended to make it easy to hang on people’s Christmas trees—but some combinations just work too well to be ignored!

Where?

Being made as treats for children, candy canes could have been around a long time and been made in many places without making it into recorded history. But where they come to the world’s attention is in Cologne, Germany.

Like so many other European traditions, this one traveled with immigrants to the United States, where it was adopted and quickly became established as a Christmas tradition.

Bob’s Candies, based in Georgia, was the first company to mass-produce candy canes.

Perhaps surprisingly, candy canes are much more popular in the United States than in Europe, where the tradition began.

When?

Candy treats might easily have been a part of pagan Yule festivals in northern Europe before Christianity arrived. The tradition persisted, and in 1670 we have the first recorded instance of their being used as a Christian symbol.

In 1847 August Imgard cut a spruce tree from the woods near his home in Wooster, Ohio, and decorated it with a tin star, paper decorations, and lots of candy canes. This is generally considered to be the first time a Christmas tree was ever decorated with candy canes in the United States.

Sometime in the 1950s Gregory Keller invented the candy cane machine and made mass production possible.

Why?

Why? Who needs an excuse for a sweet treat? Mothers would have made them to keep their children happy, and perhaps the Cologne choirmaster wanted to keep his choir quiet during a long Nativity (when they weren’t supposed to be singing, of course!).

The familiar cane shape may have been meant to symbolize the shepherd’s crook, or it may have symbolized the Great Shepherd, Jesus Christ Himself.

The red strip, so common in candy canes, is said to represent Christ’s blood, and the white color of the cane symbolizes His purity. Even the flavorings have meanings, with peppermint said to represent hyssop, the reed on which the crucified Jesus was offered a sponge to drink from.
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