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"Shall we have Christmas?" was the way one Pennsylvanian asked the question in 1810.  Throughout their colonial history and well into nationhood, not only the matter of "shall" but of "how shall" Christmas be celebrated challenged Americans.  Their search for answers to these two difficult and sometimes divisive issues can be found in a chronicle of evolving customs, cultural discord, and striking invention.  It begins with the first European émigrés, who brought to America an ambiguous legacy concerning the holiday that was almost as old as the Christian Church itself.

Christians had wrestled for centuries with questions of if, when, and how to celebrate Jesus' birth.  As a commemoration of the miracle that established the Godly paternity of Jesus, Christmas was a celebration of the event upon which the existence of Christianity depended.  At the same time, the festival functioned from its inception as an end-of-year substitute for pagan rites and quickly absorbed many profane [or pagan] elements, ones that remain among its most attractive features.  As the observance of Christmas spread, the details of its celebration became as varied as the cultures that kept it and as changeable as the history of those cultures.  But the radically paradoxical mix of both the sacred and the profane remained.

The earliest Christians gave little attention to Jesus' birth.  They expected the Second Coming any day, and in any case viewed birthday celebrations as heathen.  As the possibility of his imminent return faded, the faithful took a more historical perspective and began to search for evidence of the day or even season of Jesus' birth.  They found no clues in the Gospels.  Nor could they locate any other reliable sources to pinpoint his nativity.  Undeterred, some placed his birth on May 20 and others on April 19 or 20.  Clement, Bishop of Alexandria (died c. 215), nominated November 18.  Hippolytus (died c. 236) calculated that Christ must have been born on Wednesday, the same day that God created the sun.  The De Pascha Computus, written anonymously in North Africa about 243, posited that the first day of creation coincided with the first day of spring, on March 25, and contended that Jesus' birthday fell four days later, on March 28.

Sometime in the fourth century of the Common Era, the Roman Church began to celebrate a Feast of the Nativity and to do so on December 25.  A variety of issues influenced the decision.  Internally, heresies plagued Church authority.  Arianism, one of the most threatening, regarded Jesus as a solely human agent of God.  The Church insisted on his divinity.  By assigning him one human quality—a birthday—it appropriated some of Arianism's appeal, but sustained Jesus' place in the Holy Trinity.

The Church had also grown concerned about the increasing popularity of pagan religions and mystery cults in Rome.  Each year beginning on December 17, the first day of Saturnalia, and continuing through Kalends, the first day of January, most Romans feasted, gamed, reveled, paraded, and joined in other festivities as they paid homage to their deities.  The Church's alarm deepened when Emperor Aurelian, noticing that the pagan rituals had begun to converge around Mithras, the solar god, decreed in 274 C.E. that December 25, the winter solstice in the Julian Calendar, be kept as a public festival in honor of the Invincible Sun.  Rome's Christians challenged paganism directly by specifying December 25, rather than some other date, as the day of their Nativity Feast.

Exactly when the Church of Rome began to keep Christmas, however, is not known.  The first extant reference to the Feast of the Nativity may be as old as 336, in the earliest list of martyrs of the Roman Church.  Perhaps Christmas was celebrated even earlier.  Some scholars believe that Emperor Constantine (ruled 312-337 C.E.), who had converted to Christianity and built the Vatican atop the hill where the Mithras cult worshipped the sun, may have instituted the festival.

In any case, by the middle of the century, the Church had boldly declared its Nativity holy day to be observed on the same day as the winter solstice.  The concurrence of the two celebrations gave the Church an opportunity to turn elements of the Saturnalia itself to Christian ends.  For example, it used the creation of the sun, the center of the Saturnalia, to reinforce and symbolize frequent scriptural and doctrinal imagery of God as the sun, and of Jesus' role as Son of God.  The creation of Christmas was thus a measure of Christianity's growing power, challenging the crowds enjoying Saturnalian revelry to join the once secretive Christians in a celebration not of the birth of the sun, but rather the birth of Jesus, the Son of God.

The overlapping of Saturnalia and the Feast of the Nativity set the terms of all future debate over the Christmas festival.  Its Christian aspects, at least in their most intense form, emphasized heavenly afterlife.  The heathen elements absorbed into the festival affirmed life and exalted its annual renewal.  The Church made no clear separations between the two perspectives.  Instead, it layered profane activities with sacred ends to answer the needs, spiritual and physical, of the total person.  This combination of sacred and profane made some religious leaders uncomfortable . . .  As one historian succinctly characterized it: "The pagan Romans became Christians--but the Saturnalia remained." . . .

Over the next thousand years, the observance of Christmas followed the expanding community of Christianity.  By 432, Egyptians kept it.  By the end of the sixth century, Christianity had taken the holiday far northward and into England.  During the next two hundred years in Scandinavia it became fused with the pagan Norse feast season known as Yule, the time of the year also known as the Teutonic "Midwinter."  Sometime around the Norman incursion in 1050, the Old English word Christes maesse (festival of Christ) entered into the English language, and as early as the twelfth century "Xmas" had come into use.  From the thirteenth century on, nearly all Europe kept Jesus' birth.

The tension between the folk and ecclesiastical qualities of the holy day did not ease with the advance of Christmas-keeping . . .  Yet the Church sustained the hope that sacred would eventually overtake profane as pagans gave up their revels and turned to Christianity.

These conflicts continued during the Protestant Reformation, but with little promise of resolution.

QUESTIONS:

1) What is the main thesis of these excerpts?

2) Why is Christmas celebrated on December 25th today?  Explain.
