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WHO	OWNS	CHRISTMAS?	
A	Courageous	Conversation	at	Pinnacle	Church	

	

Facilitated	by	Dr.	Wesley	Avram	
Prep	Guide	Prepared	by	Dr.	Allen	Hilton	

“In	late	November,	Louisville,	Ky.,	abruptly	abandoned	plans	for	a	Christmas	display	based	on	the	
story	"How	the	Grinch	Stole	Christmas."	

It	wasn't	because	of	public	uproar,	or	the	big	green	meanie	terrifying	small	children.	No,	it	was	
the	cease-and-desist	letter	from	lawyers	representing	the	estate	of	legendary	children's	author	
Dr.	Seuss,	threatening	to	sue	for	copyright	infringement	if	the	city	went	ahead	with	the	Grinch-
themed	display.	

‘It	appears	these	lawyers'	hearts	are	two	sizes	too	small,’	Louisville	Mayor	Jerry	Abramson	told	
reporters	at	the	time.	(W.	Pentland,	“Who	Owns	Christmas?”	Forbes	10	Dec	2008)	

Christmas	ads	and	merchandise	hit	our	store	shelves	by	early	October.	Schools	in	
Arkansas	and	Alabama	and	Austin,	TX,	sing	Christmas	songs	at	their	concerts,	but	that	is	
not	so	in	Seattle,	WA	and	Boston,	MA.	So,	who	owns	Christmas?	Is	it	the	church?	The	
state?	The	marketers?	The	families?	All	or	none?	Join	us	as	we	ask	this	and	all	the	
questions	that	swirl	around	it.	

Questions	for	Discussion	
	
Courageous	Conversations	go	where	our	discussion	takes	us.	But	here	are	some	of	the	questions	
that	might	prompt	a	constructive	exchange:	
	

1. What	is	at	stake	in	this	conversation?	Why	does	it	matter	who	shapes	the	celebration	of	
Christmas?	

2. Should	Christians	send	“Happy	Holiday!”	cards	(in	deference	to	people	who	practice	
other	or	no	religions)	or	“Merry	Christmas!”	cards?		

3. What	role	should	what	we	might	call	“secular	elements”	to	the	celebration	of	Christmas	
play	in	a	Christian	life?	

4. Should	the	majority	status	of	Christianity	among	the	religions	practiced	in	the	US	give	the	
Christian	practice	of	Christmas	preferential	treatment	in	publicly-funded	institutions?		

5. Is	the	shape	of	the	American	culture’s	celebration	of	Christmas	too	materialistic?	
6. What	are	the	most	meaningful	parts	of	your	Christmas	celebration?	
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The	Shape	of	This	Prep	Guide	
	
As	a	resource	to	serve	preparation	for	our	time	together,	this	guide	has	four	main	parts.	
	
I. The	Purposes	and	Practices	of	Courageous	Conversations	
II. Public	Opinion	about	the	Celebration	of	Christmas	in	the	United	States	
III. The	Biblical	Passages	That	Treat	Jesus’	Birth	and	Its	Significance	
IV. The	History	of	Christian	and	Secular	Observance	of	Christmas	
	
The	Purpose	and	Practices	of	Courageous	Conversations	
	
Purposes	–	Why	We	Talk	
	
1. To	Get	Better	at	Disagreeing	Lovingly	

	
In	a	time	of	incivility	and	disrespect	between	people	who	disagree	on	important	matters,	
Courageous	Conversations	are	designed	to	help	rebuild	atrophied	muscles	for	disagreeing	
civilly	and	respectfully.	
	
We	must	no	longer	be	children,	tossed	to	and	fro	and	blown	about	by	every	wind	of	doctrine,	
by	people’s	trickery,	by	their	craftiness	in	deceitful	scheming.		But	speaking	the	truth	in	love,	
we	must	grow	up	in	every	way	into	him	who	is	the	head,	into	Christ…	(Ephesians	4.15)	
	

2. To	Develop	Our	Convictions	from	Our	Relationship	with	God	
	
In	an	age	when	American	Christians	often	listen	to	their	progressive	or	conservative	political	
party	line,	before	the	voice	of	God	through	Jesus	and	scripture,	we	commit	ourselves	to	
discerning	reversing	that	order.	We	will	pray	for	God	to	move	us	from	Christ	to	the	world	and	
its	matters.	
	
Seek	first	the	Kingdom	of	God	and	God’s	righteousness,	and	all	these	things	shall	be	added	to	
you.	(Matthew	6.33)	
	

3. To	Celebrate	Our	Differences	As	Assets,	Rather	Than	Threats	
	
In	an	era	of	echo	chambers,	when	Americans	flock	to	birds	of	their	own	theological	and	
political	feather,	courageous	Christians	capitalize	on	the	God-given	value	of	our	differences.	
(1	Corinthians	12.4-26)	This	also	means	listening	for	God’s	voice	in	the	things	others	say.	
	
Now	there	are	varieties	of	gifts,	but	the	same	Spirit;	5	and	there	are	varieties	of	services,	but	
the	same	Lord;	and	there	are	varieties	of	activities,	but	it	is	the	same	God	who	activates	all	of	
them	in	everyone.	To	each	is	given	the	manifestation	of	the	Spirit	for	the	common	good.	(1	
Corinthians	12.5-7)	
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4. To	Normalize	Conflict	

	
In	the	New	Testament	and	church	history,	Christians	address	theological	and	political	conflict	
about	ideas	directly	in	order	to	move	forward.	Contemporary	Christians	tend	to	avoid	these	
direct	conflicts,	opting	rather	for	“parking	lot	conversations”	with	people	who	agree	with	
them	(aka	“echo	chambers”).	Courageous	Conversations	help	us	get	over	our	fear	of	moving	
toward	one	another	in	our	disagreements.	
	
Certain	individuals	came	down	from	Judea	and	were	teaching	the	brothers,	“Unless	you	are	
circumcised	according	to	the	custom	of	Moses,	you	cannot	be	saved.”	2	And	after	Paul	and	
Barnabas	had	no	small	dissension	and	debate	with	them,	Paul	and	Barnabas	and	some	of	the	
others	were	appointed	to	go	up	to	Jerusalem	to	discuss	this	question	with	the	apostles	and	
the	elders.	(Acts	15.1-2)	

	
5. To	Save	Our	World	

	
If	churches	can	learn	to	disagree	and	solve	our	problems	in	constructive,	collaborative	ways,	
we	can	become	a	resource	to	our	cities,	states,	regions,	nations,	and	all	nations.	In	other	
words,	by	learning	talk	well	with	one	another,	we’re	ultimately	saving	the	world.		
	
Jesus	prayed,	“Father…I	in	them,	and	you	in	me,	that	they	become	completely	one,	so	that	the	
world	may	know	that	you	sent	me,	and	that	you	love	them	as	you	love	me.	(17.23)	

	
Practices	–	How	We	Talk	
	
In	order	to	build	new	muscles	for	civility	and	mutual	understanding,	we	build	some	basic	
practices	into	our	Courageous	Conversations.	
	
1. We	actively	love	one	another.	

Jesus’	Golden	Rule	is	the	most	direct	guide	to	our	conduct:	“Do	to	others	as	you	would	have	
them	do	to	you.”	(Matthew	7.12)	which	he	repeats	when	he	says,	“You	shall	love	your	
neighbor	as	yourself.”	(Mark	12.31)	In	our	Courageous	Conversations,	these	commands	
usually	show	up	as	active,	patient	listening	and	constructive,	respectful	comments.	(John	
13.34-35)	

	
2. We	“Listen	for	what	the	Spirit	is	saying	to	the	church.”	

Christians	believe	that	we	all	have	the	Spirit	of	God.	To	remind	ourselves	of	this,	at	least	at	
first,	after	any	person	speaks,	we’ll	repeat	this	chorus:	“Hear	what	the	Spirit	is	saying	to	the	
church.”	(1	Corinthians	14)	

	
3. We	take	Community	Responsibility	
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If	tensions	rise	and	begin	to	get	out	of	hand,	that	is	not	just	an	issue	for	the	two	or	three	
people	in	the	fray.	It	is	a	community	issue,	and	we	are	all	called	to	help	as	we	can	to	restore	
Christian	love.	(Philippians	4.2-3)	

	
With	these	questions,	purposes,	and	practices,	let’s	talk	about	Christmas	and	who	governs	its	
shape..	When	we	talk	about	controversial	and	important	things,	we	always	need	as	many	voices	
in	the	room	as	we	can	get,	so	we	hope	you	will	lend	yours.	God	bless	us	every	one!		
	
	

Public	Opinion	about	the	Celebration	of		
Christmas	in	the	United	States	

	
Christmas	originated	as	a	Christian	holiday,	but	not	all	Americans	are	Christians.	The	Pew	Forum	
surveyed	the	population	in	2017	and	found	the	following	distribution	of	religious	belief:	
	

• 71%	Christian	
• 23%	Unaffiliated	
• 6%	Religions	Other	than	Christianity	

o Jewish	1.9%	
o Muslim	0.9%	
o Buddhist	0.7%	
o Hindu	0.7%	
o Other	0.3%	

	
This	religious	pluralism	raises	issues	about	the	public	practice	of	Christmas.		
	

• Should	Christians	greet	people	with	“Happy	Holidays”	instead	of	“Merry	Christmas”	in	
deference	to	others	who	are	not	Christian?	

• Should	schools	and	other	publicly-funded	institutions	be	free	to	celebrate	the	religious	
elements	of	Christmas?		

• Or	should	these	Christian	elements	be	stripped	from	such	celebrations?		
• Or	should	it	be	mandatory	to	officially	observe	the	holiday	celebrations	of	non-Christian	

religions	(e.g.,	the	Jewish	holiday	of	Hanukkah,	the	Muslim	holiday	of	Ramadan,	the	
African	and	African-American	cultural	celebration	of	Kwanzaa,	etc.)	in	publically-funded	
institutions	

	
Naturally,	Americans	answer	these	questions	variously.	Below	are	the	results	of	another	recent	
Pew	Research	Center	survey.	The	percentage	of	Americans,	sub-groups,	and	citizens	of	other	
nations,	who	agree	with	the	statement,	“A	person	should	be	Christian	to	be	truly	American	(or	
Australian,	or…).”	
	

• 32%	of	Americans	
• 43%	of	Republicans		
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• 29%	of	Democrats	
• 50%	of	Americans	over	50		
• 13%	of	Australians	
• 15%	of	European	Nations	

	
Below	is	a	Pew	Research	Center	piece	on	American	views	of	Christmas	

5 facts about Christmas in America 
BY MICHAEL LIPKA AND DAVID MASCI 
 
Dec 12, 2018 
 
Source:	http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/12/18/5-facts-about-christmas-in-america/	
 
Wherever Americans stand on holiday-time debates on issues ranging from what’s 
depicted on Starbucks cups to public displays of religious symbols, it’s hard to disagree 
that Christmas is still a big part of many people’s lives. 
Just in time for the holidays, here are five facts about Christmas in America and how 
people celebrate it: 

1  Nine-in-ten Americans (90%) — and 95% of Christians — say they celebrate 
Christmas, according to a new Pew Research Center survey. While these figures have 
generally held steady in recent years, the role of religion in Christmas celebrations 
appears to be declining. Today, 46% of Americans say they celebrate Christmas as 
primarily a religious (rather than cultural) holiday, down from 51% who said this in 
2013, with Millennials less likely than other adults to say they celebrate Christmas in a 
religious way. A majority of U.S. adults (56%) also say religious aspects of Christmas are 
emphasized less in American society today than in the past, though relatively few are 
bothered by this trend. 
 
2 When they go to the store, which greeting do Americans prefer: “merry Christmas” or 
“happy holidays”? For some, this can be a sensitive question, but an increasing number 
of Americans do not seem to have strong feelings either way. About half of 
Americans (52%) now say it doesn’t matter how stores greet their 
customers over the holidays, up from 46% in 2012. About a third (32%) choose 
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“merry Christmas” – down considerably from the 42% who said this five years ago. 
Republicans are much more likely than Democrats to say they prefer “merry Christmas.” 
 
3 Holiday displays on government property – which prompt annual scrutiny – are 
another sometimes controversial aspect of Christmas. We asked Americans if Christian 
symbols such as nativity scenes should be allowed on government property, and, if so, 
whether they should be allowed by themselves or only if accompanied by symbols from 
other faiths. A growing share says religious displays should not be allowed on 
government property under any circumstances (26%, up from 20% three years 
ago). At the same time, a declining share say Christian symbols should be allowed on 
government property even if they are unaccompanied by symbols from other religions 
(37% today, down from 44% in 2014). Roughly three-in-ten (29%) say these displays 
should be allowed only if they are accompanied by other religious symbols like 
Hanukkah candles, a share that has held relatively steady in recent years. 
 
4 Americans have long argued about whether nativity scenes and other 
religious holiday displays on public property violate the Establishment 
Clause of the U.S. Constitution’s First Amendment. In the 1980s, the Supreme 
Court handed down two landmark rulings that allow for displays of Christmas 
crèches, Hanukkah menorah and other religious holiday symbols on public property so 
long as they do not actively endorse or promote a particular religion or religion in 
general. In practice, religious symbols that are a part of larger secular holiday display 
(containing, say, Christmas trees, Santa Claus and reindeer) have had a much better 
chance of surviving a court challenge than those displays that are solely or more overtly 
religious. 
 
5 Most Americans believe that elements of the biblical Christmas story 
reflect actual historical events, although the percentage expressing this 
view has dropped noticeably in recent years. Two-thirds (66%) say Jesus was 
born to a virgin, compared with 73% who said this in 2014; 75% believe he was laid in a 
manger, down from 81%. Similarly, the shares who say they believe that wise men, 
guided by a star, brought Jesus gifts — and that an angel appeared to shepherds to 
announce the birth of Jesus — also have declined. A slim majority of U.S. adults (57%) 
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believe that all four of these things actually happened, down from 65% three years ago. 
Belief in these events has declined not only among people with no religious affiliation, 
but among Christians as well. Overall, about one-in-five Americans (19%) now 
say none of these things actually happened. 
Note: This is an update of a post originally published on Dec. 21, 2015.  
	
Below	are	some	resources	that	may	help	you	understand	the	variety	of	views	on	this	subject	of	
American	religious/non-religious	identity.	
	
For	current	popular	opinion	on	the	question	from	a	Pew	Research	survey:	
(https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2017/02/01/you-have-to-be-
christian-to-truly-be-american-people-in-the-us-are-far-more-likely-to-say-
so/?tid=a_inl&utm_term=.4786f0b46f7d)	
	
For	a	history	of	popular	opinion	on	the	question:	
(http://www.patheos.com/Resources/Additional-Resources/America-Has-Always-Been-a-
Christian-Nation)	
	
For	a	survey	of	both	sides	on	the	political	question	in	our	times:	
(http://www.forbes.com/sites/billflax/2012/09/25/was-america-founded-as-a-christian-
nation/#465efeda4cd9)	
	
For	a	case	based	on	the	founders’	employment	of	Christian	principles:	
(http://www.heritage.org/political-process/report/did-america-have-christian-founding)	
	
John	Fea,	Was	America	Founded	as	a	Christian	Nation?	(Westminster	John	Knox	Press)	
Fea	asks	in	an	even-handed	way	the	important	questions	about	the	founding	generation’s	intent	
regarding	Christian	identity.	He	shows	that	federal	government	framers	did	not	intend	a	
Christian	identity,	but	many	state	governments	pronounced	on	the	issue.	
	
	

The	Bible	and	Christmas	
	
The	first-century	Christian	groups	who	lived	under	the	Roman	Empire	did	not	celebrate	
the	birth	of	Jesus,	so	“Christmas”	per	se	does	not	appear	in	the	Bible’s	pages.	However,	
the	raw	material	of	Christian	observance	of	Christmas	comes	from	several	parts	of	the	
New	Testament.	
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The	Stories	of	Jesus’	Birth	in	Scripture	
	
The	story	of	Jesus’	birth	is	told	in	two	parts	of	the	New	Testament.	The	first	is	Matthew	
1.18-25,	where	the	telling	focuses	especially	on	the	experience	of	Jesus’	earthly	father,	
Joseph.		
	
Now	the	birth	of	Jesus	the	Messiah	took	place	in	this	way.	When	his	mother	Mary	had	been	
engaged	to	Joseph,	but	before	they	lived	together,	she	was	found	to	be	with	child	from	the	Holy	
Spirit.	19	Her	husband	Joseph,	being	a	righteous	man	and	unwilling	to	expose	her	to	public	
disgrace,	planned	to	dismiss	her	quietly.	20	But	just	when	he	had	resolved	to	do	this,	an	angel	of	
the	Lord	appeared	to	him	in	a	dream	and	said,	“Joseph,	son	of	David,	do	not	be	afraid	to	take	
Mary	as	your	wife,	for	the	child	conceived	in	her	is	from	the	Holy	Spirit.	21	She	will	bear	a	son,	and	
you	are	to	name	him	Jesus,	for	he	will	save	his	people	from	their	sins.”	22	All	this	took	place	to	
fulfill	what	had	been	spoken	by	the	Lord	through	the	prophet:	

23	“Look,	the	virgin	shall	conceive	and	bear	a	son,	
				and	they	shall	name	him	Emmanuel,”	

which	means,	“God	is	with	us.”	24	When	Joseph	awoke	from	sleep,	he	did	as	the	angel	of	the	Lord	
commanded	him;	he	took	her	as	his	wife,	25	but	had	no	marital	relations	with	her	until	she	had	
borne	a	son;	and	he	named	him	Jesus.	
 
The	other	story	of	Jesus’	birth	appears	in	The	Gospel	of	Luke,	and	it	focuses	more	on	the	birth	
itself.		
	
In	those	days	a	decree	went	out	from	Emperor	Augustus	that	all	the	world	should	be	
registered.	2	This	was	the	first	registration	and	was	taken	while	Quirinius	was	governor	of	
Syria.	3	All	went	to	their	own	towns	to	be	registered.	4	Joseph	also	went	from	the	town	of	
Nazareth	in	Galilee	to	Judea,	to	the	city	of	David	called	Bethlehem,	because	he	was	descended	
from	the	house	and	family	of	David.	5	He	went	to	be	registered	with	Mary,	to	whom	he	was	
engaged	and	who	was	expecting	a	child.	6	While	they	were	there,	the	time	came	for	her	to	deliver	
her	child.	7	And	she	gave	birth	to	her	firstborn	son	and	wrapped	him	in	bands	of	cloth,	and	laid	
him	in	a	manger,	because	there	was	no	place	for	them	in	the	inn.	
	
8	In	that	region	there	were	shepherds	living	in	the	fields,	keeping	watch	over	their	flock	by	
night.	9	Then	an	angel	of	the	Lord	stood	before	them,	and	the	glory	of	the	Lord	shone	around	
them,	and	they	were	terrified.	10	But	the	angel	said	to	them,	“Do	not	be	afraid;	for	see—I	am	
bringing	you	good	news	of	great	joy	for	all	the	people:	11	to	you	is	born	this	day	in	the	city	of	
David	a	Savior,	who	is	the	Messiah,[a]	the	Lord.	12	This	will	be	a	sign	for	you:	you	will	find	a	child	
wrapped	in	bands	of	cloth	and	lying	in	a	manger.”	13	And	suddenly	there	was	with	the	angel	a	
multitude	of	the	heavenly	host,[b]	praising	God	and	saying,	

14	“Glory	to	God	in	the	highest	heaven,	
				and	on	earth	peace	among	those	whom	he	favors!”[c]	

15	When	the	angels	had	left	them	and	gone	into	heaven,	the	shepherds	said	to	one	another,	“Let	
us	go	now	to	Bethlehem	and	see	this	thing	that	has	taken	place,	which	the	Lord	has	made	known	
to	us.”	16	So	they	went	with	haste	and	found	Mary	and	Joseph,	and	the	child	lying	in	the	
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manger.	17	When	they	saw	this,	they	made	known	what	had	been	told	them	about	this	
child;	18	and	all	who	heard	it	were	amazed	at	what	the	shepherds	told	them.	19	But	Mary	
treasured	all	these	words	and	pondered	them	in	her	heart.	20	The	shepherds	returned,	glorifying	
and	praising	God	for	all	they	had	heard	and	seen,	as	it	had	been	told	them.	(Luke	2.1-20)	
	
In	the	Gospel	of	Matthew,	the	story	of	Jesus’	birth	reaches	“wise	men	from	the	east”,	
whose	inquiries	and	journey	to	see	the	“one	who	is	born	king	of	the	Jews.”	Christians	
commemorate	this	visit	both	in	our	annual	nativity	pageants	and	on	the	Christian	holiday	
called	“Epiphany”,	which	we	celebrate	13	days	after	Christmas.	
	
The	Passages	on	Incarnation		
	
Beyond	the	stories	of	Jesus’	birth,	Christians	have	long	looked	at	Christmas	to	passages	
that	proclaim	that	God	took	human	form	in	Jesus.	The	most	often	used	of	these	is	the	
Prologue	to	John’s	Gospel,	where	the	author	identifies	Jesus	with	the	“Word”	of	God,	
who	“became	flesh	and	lived	among	us.”	
	
In	the	beginning	was	the	Word,	and	the	Word	was	with	God,	and	the	Word	was	God.	2	He	was	in	
the	beginning	with	God.	3	All	things	came	into	being	through	him,	and	without	him	not	one	thing	
came	into	being.	What	has	come	into	being	4	in	him	was	life,[a]	and	the	life	was	the	light	of	all	
people.	5	The	light	shines	in	the	darkness,	and	the	darkness	did	not	overcome	it.	
6	There	was	a	man	sent	from	God,	whose	name	was	John.	7	He	came	as	a	witness	to	testify	to	the	
light,	so	that	all	might	believe	through	him.	8	He	himself	was	not	the	light,	but	he	came	to	testify	
to	the	light.	9	The	true	light,	which	enlightens	everyone,	was	coming	into	the	world.[b]	

	
10	He	was	in	the	world,	and	the	world	came	into	being	through	him;	yet	the	world	did	not	know	
him.	11	He	came	to	what	was	his	own,[c]	and	his	own	people	did	not	accept	him.	12	But	to	all	who	
received	him,	who	believed	in	his	name,	he	gave	power	to	become	children	of	God,	13	who	were	
born,	not	of	blood	or	of	the	will	of	the	flesh	or	of	the	will	of	man,	but	of	God.	
	
14	And	the	Word	became	flesh	and	lived	among	us,	and	we	have	seen	his	glory,	the	glory	as	of	a	
father’s	only	son,[d]	full	of	grace	and	truth.	15	(John	testified	to	him	and	cried	out,	“This	was	he	of	
whom	I	said,	‘He	who	comes	after	me	ranks	ahead	of	me	because	he	was	before	me.’”)	16	From	
his	fullness	we	have	all	received,	grace	upon	grace.	17	The	law	indeed	was	given	through	Moses;	
grace	and	truth	came	through	Jesus	Christ.	18	No	one	has	ever	seen	God.	It	is	God	the	only	
Son,[e]who	is	close	to	the	Father’s	heart,[f]	who	has	made	him	known.	
	
Similar	claims	about	God’s	incarnation	appear	in	Paul’s	letter	to	the	Colossians	and	the	
Letter	to	the	Hebrews.	
	
“[Jesus]	is	the	express	image	of	the	invisible	God,	the	firstborn	of	all	creation”	(Colossians	
1.15)	
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“Long	ago	God	spoke	to	our	ancestors	in	many	and	various	ways	by	the	prophets,	2	but	in	these	
last	days	he	has	spoken	to	us	by	a	Son,[a]	whom	he	appointed	heir	of	all	things,	through	whom	he	
also	created	the	worlds.	3	He	is	the	reflection	of	God’s	glory	and	the	exact	imprint	of	God’s	very	
being,	and	he	sustains[b]	all	things	by	his	powerful	word.”	(Hebrews	1.1-3)	
	
Believing	these	things	about	Jesus’	birth	and	naming	a	specific	time	to	celebrate	the	occasion	are	
two	different	things,	of	course.	The	history	of	Christian	observance	of	Christmas	begins	after	the	
biblical	period.	
	
	

The	History	of	the	Celebration	of	Christmas	
(from	https://www.history.com/topics/christmas/history-of-christmas)	

	
Christmas	is	both	a	sacred	religious	holiday	and	a	worldwide	cultural	and	commercial	
phenomenon.	For	two	millennia,	people	around	the	world	have	been	observing	it	with	
traditions	and	practices	that	are	both	religious	and	secular	in	nature.	Christians	celebrate	
Christmas	Day	as	the	anniversary	of	the	birth	of	Jesus	of	Nazareth,	a	spiritual	leader	
whose	teachings	form	the	basis	of	their	religion.	Popular	customs	include	exchanging	
gifts,	decorating	Christmas	trees,	attending	church,	sharing	meals	with	family	and	friends	
and,	of	course,	waiting	for	Santa	Claus	to	arrive.	December	25–Christmas	Day–has	been	a	
federal	holiday	in	the	United	States	since	1870.	
	
An	Ancient	Holiday	
	
The	middle	of	winter	has	long	been	a	time	of	celebration	around	the	world.	Centuries	
before	the	arrival	of	the	man	called	Jesus,	early	Europeans	celebrated	light	and	birth	in	
the	darkest	days	of	winter.	Many	peoples	rejoiced	during	the	winter	solstice,	when	the	
worst	of	the	winter	was	behind	them	and	they	could	look	forward	to	longer	days	and	
extended	hours	of	sunlight.	
	
In	Scandinavia,	the	Norse	celebrated	Yule	from	December	21,	the	winter	solstice,	through	
January.	In	recognition	of	the	return	of	the	sun,	fathers	and	sons	would	bring	home	large	
logs,	which	they	would	set	on	fire.	The	people	would	feast	until	the	log	burned	out,	which	
could	take	as	many	as	12	days.	The	Norse	believed	that	each	spark	from	the	fire	
represented	a	new	pig	or	calf	that	would	be	born	during	the	coming	year.	
	
The	end	of	December	was	a	perfect	time	for	celebration	in	most	areas	of	Europe.	At	that	
time	of	year,	most	cattle	were	slaughtered	so	they	would	not	have	to	be	fed	during	the	
winter.	For	many,	it	was	the	only	time	of	year	when	they	had	a	supply	of	fresh	meat.	In	
addition,	most	wine	and	beer	made	during	the	year	was	finally	fermented	and	ready	for	
drinking.	
	
In	Germany,	people	honored	the	pagan	god	Oden	during	the	mid-winter	holiday.	
Germans	were	terrified	of	Oden,	as	they	believed	he	made	nocturnal	flights	through	the	
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sky	to	observe	his	people,	and	then	decide	who	would	prosper	or	perish.	Because	of	his	
presence,	many	people	chose	to	stay	inside.	
	
Saturnalia	
	
In	Rome,	where	winters	were	not	as	harsh	as	those	in	the	far	north,	Saturnalia—a	holiday	
in	honor	of	Saturn,	the	god	of	agriculture—was	celebrated.	Beginning	in	the	week	leading	
up	to	the	winter	solstice	and	continuing	for	a	full	month,	Saturnalia	was	a	hedonistic	
time,	when	food	and	drink	were	plentiful	and	the	normal	Roman	social	order	was	turned	
upside	down.	For	a	month,	slaves	would	become	masters.	Peasants	were	in	command	of	
the	city.	Business	and	schools	were	closed	so	that	everyone	could	join	in	the	fun.	
	
Also	around	the	time	of	the	winter	solstice,	Romans	observed	Juvenalia,	a	feast	honoring	
the	children	of	Rome.	In	addition,	members	of	the	upper	classes	often	celebrated	the	
birthday	of	Mithra,	the	god	of	the	unconquerable	sun,	on	December	25.	It	was	believed	
that	Mithra,	an	infant	god,	was	born	of	a	rock.	For	some	Romans,	Mithra’s	birthday	was	
the	most	sacred	day	of	the	year.	
	
In	the	early	years	of	Christianity,	Easter	was	the	main	holiday;	the	birth	of	Jesus	was	not	
celebrated.	In	the	fourth	century,	church	officials	decided	to	institute	the	birth	of	Jesus	
as	a	holiday.	Unfortunately,	the	Bible	does	not	mention	date	for	his	birth	(a	fact	Puritans	
later	pointed	out	in	order	to	deny	the	legitimacy	of	the	celebration).	Although	some	
evidence	suggests	that	his	birth	may	have	occurred	in	the	spring	(why	would	shepherds	
be	herding	in	the	middle	of	winter?),	Pope	Julius	I	chose	December	25.	It	is	commonly	
believed	that	the	church	chose	this	date	in	an	effort	to	adopt	and	absorb	the	traditions	of	
the	pagan	Saturnalia	festival.	First	called	the	Feast	of	the	Nativity,	the	custom	spread	to	
Egypt	by	432	and	to	England	by	the	end	of	the	sixth	century.	By	the	end	of	the	eighth	
century,	the	celebration	of	Christmas	had	spread	all	the	way	to	Scandinavia.	Today,	in	the	
Greek	and	Russian	orthodox	churches,	Christmas	is	celebrated	13	days	after	the	25th,	
which	is	also	referred	to	as	the	Epiphany	or	Three	Kings	Day.	This	is	the	day	it	is	believed	
that	the	three	wise	men	finally	found	Jesus	in	the	manger.	
	
By	holding	Christmas	at	the	same	time	as	traditional	winter	solstice	festivals,	church	
leaders	increased	the	chances	that	Christmas	would	be	popularly	embraced,	but	gave	up	
the	ability	to	dictate	how	it	was	celebrated.	By	the	Middle	Ages,	Christianity	had,	for	the	
most	part,	replaced	pagan	religion.	On	Christmas,	believers	attended	church,	then	
celebrated	raucously	in	a	drunken,	carnival-like	atmosphere	similar	to	today’s	Mardi	
Gras.	Each	year,	a	beggar	or	student	would	be	crowned	the	“lord	of	misrule”	and	eager	
celebrants	played	the	part	of	his	subjects.	The	poor	would	go	to	the	houses	of	the	rich	
and	demand	their	best	food	and	drink.	If	owners	failed	to	comply,	their	visitors	would	
most	likely	terrorize	them	with	mischief.	Christmas	became	the	time	of	year	when	the	
upper	classes	could	repay	their	real	or	imagined	“debt”	to	society	by	entertaining	less	
fortunate	citizens.	
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An	Outlaw	Christmas	
	
In	the	early	17th	century,	a	wave	of	religious	reform	changed	the	way	Christmas	was	
celebrated	in	Europe.	When	Oliver	Cromwell	and	his	Puritan	forces	took	over	England	in	
1645,	they	vowed	to	rid	England	of	decadence	and,	as	part	of	their	effort,	cancelled	
Christmas.	By	popular	demand,	Charles	II	was	restored	to	the	throne	and,	with	him,	came	
the	return	of	the	popular	holiday.	
	
The	pilgrims,	English	separatists	that	came	to	America	in	1620,	were	even	more	orthodox	
in	their	Puritan	beliefs	than	Cromwell.	As	a	result,	Christmas	was	not	a	holiday	in	early	
America.	From	1659	to	1681,	the	celebration	of	Christmas	was	actually	outlawed	in	
Boston.	Anyone	exhibiting	the	Christmas	spirit	was	fined	five	shillings.	By	contrast,	in	the	
Jamestown	settlement,	Captain	John	Smith	reported	that	Christmas	was	enjoyed	by	all	
and	passed	without	incident.	
	
After	the	American	Revolution,	English	customs	fell	out	of	favor,	including	Christmas.	In	
fact,	Christmas	wasn’t	declared	a	federal	holiday	until	June	26,	1870.	
	
Irving	Reinvents	Christmas	
	
It	wasn’t	until	the	19th	century	that	Americans	began	to	embrace	Christmas.	Americans	
re-invented	Christmas,	and	changed	it	from	a	raucous	carnival	holiday	into	a	family-
centered	day	of	peace	and	nostalgia.	But	what	about	the	1800s	peaked	American	interest	
in	the	holiday?	
	
The	early	19th	century	was	a	period	of	class	conflict	and	turmoil.	During	this	time,	
unemployment	was	high	and	gang	rioting	by	the	disenchanted	classes	often	occurred	
during	the	Christmas	season.	In	1828,	the	New	York	city	council	instituted	the	city’s	first	
police	force	in	response	to	a	Christmas	riot.	This	catalyzed	certain	members	of	the	upper	
classes	to	begin	to	change	the	way	Christmas	was	celebrated	in	America.	
	
In	1819,	best-selling	author	Washington	Irving	wrote	The	Sketchbook	of	Geoffrey	Crayon,	
gent.,	a	series	of	stories	about	the	celebration	of	Christmas	in	an	English	manor	house.	
The	sketches	feature	a	squire	who	invited	the	peasants	into	his	home	for	the	holiday.	In	
contrast	to	the	problems	faced	in	American	society,	the	two	groups	mingled	effortlessly.	
In	Irving’s	mind,	Christmas	should	be	a	peaceful,	warm-hearted	holiday	bringing	groups	
together	across	lines	of	wealth	or	social	status.	Irving’s	fictitious	celebrants	enjoyed	
“ancient	customs,”	including	the	crowning	of	a	Lord	of	Misrule.	Irving’s	book,	however,	
was	not	based	on	any	holiday	celebration	he	had	attended	–	in	fact,	many	historians	say	
that	Irving’s	account	actually	“invented”	tradition	by	implying	that	it	described	the	true	
customs	of	the	season.	
	
A	Christmas	Carol	
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Also	around	this	time,	English	author	Charles	Dickens	created	the	classic	holiday	tale,	A	
Christmas	Carol.	The	story’s	message-the	importance	of	charity	and	good	will	towards	all	
humankind-struck	a	powerful	chord	in	the	United	States	and	England	and	showed	
members	of	Victorian	society	the	benefits	of	celebrating	the	holiday.	
	
The	family	was	also	becoming	less	disciplined	and	more	sensitive	to	the	emotional	needs	
of	children	during	the	early	1800s.	Christmas	provided	families	with	a	day	when	they	
could	lavish	attention	and	gifts	on	their	children	without	appearing	to	“spoil”	them.	
As	Americans	began	to	embrace	Christmas	as	a	perfect	family	holiday,	old	customs	were	
unearthed.	People	looked	toward	recent	immigrants	and	Catholic	and	Episcopalian	
churches	to	see	how	the	day	should	be	celebrated.	In	the	next	100	years,	Americans	built	
a	Christmas	tradition	all	their	own	that	included	pieces	of	many	other	customs,	including	
decorating	trees,	sending	holiday	cards	and	gift-giving.	
	
Although	most	families	quickly	bought	into	the	idea	that	they	were	celebrating	Christmas	
how	it	had	been	done	for	centuries,	Americans	had	really	re-invented	a	holiday	to	fill	the	
cultural	needs	of	a	growing	nation.	
	
Christmas	Facts	
	
• Each	year,	30-35	million	real	Christmas	trees	are	sold	in	the	United	States	alone.	

There	are	21,000	Christmas	tree	growers	in	the	United	States,	and	trees	usually	grow	
for	about	15	years	before	they	are	sold.	
	

• Today,	in	the	Greek	and	Russian	orthodox	churches,	Christmas	is	celebrated	13	days	
after	the	25th,	which	is	also	referred	to	as	the	Epiphany	or	Three	Kings	Day.	This	is	the	
day	it	is	believed	that	the	three	wise	men	finally	found	Jesus	in	the	manger.	
	

• In	the	Middle	Ages,	Christmas	celebrations	were	rowdy	and	raucous—a	lot	like	
today’s	Mardi	Gras	parties.	
	

• From	1659	to	1681,	the	celebration	of	Christmas	was	outlawed	in	Boston,	and	law-
breakers	were	fined	five	shillings.	
	

• Christmas	was	declared	a	federal	holiday	in	the	United	States	on	June	26,	1870.	
	

• The	first	eggnog	made	in	the	United	States	was	consumed	in	Captain	John	Smith’s	
1607	Jamestown	settlement.	
	

• Poinsettia	plants	are	named	after	Joel	R.	Poinsett,	an	American	minister	to	Mexico,	
who	brought	the	red-and-green	plant	from	Mexico	to	America	in	1828.	
	

• The	Salvation	Army	has	been	sending	Santa	Claus-clad	donation	collectors	into	the	
streets	since	the	1890s.	
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• Rudolph,	“the	most	famous	reindeer	of	all,”	was	the	product	of	Robert	L.	May’s	

imagination	in	1939.	The	copywriter	wrote	a	poem	about	the	reindeer	to	help	lure	
customers	into	the	Montgomery	Ward	department	store.	
	

• Construction	workers	started	the	Rockefeller	Center	Christmas	tree	tradition	in	1931.	
	
	
	
Anticipations	of	Our	Chat	
	
Enjoy	your	own	thoughts	and	preparation	for	this	Courageous	Conversation	and	come	ready	to	
speak	your	mind	generously.	As	you	anticipate	the	discussion,	feel	free	to	imagine	other	
questions	and	information	that	you	think	will	help	us	talk	well	about	this	and	bring	them	with	
you	on	Sunday.	In	the	meantime,	peace.	
	
	


