CHRISTMAS

OHallelujah OPraise! or
OBahHumbugOPaganism!

Dwight A. Pryor

| specificaly chose thistitleto lighten up avery volatile and emotiond subject B
onerife with charges and countercharges, and in some cases, downright nongnse. This
study isbang given at therequest of the Elders of Church of the Messiah. Within our
congregdaion, given its Hebraic orientation, there are differing views as to how we should
handle this classic Christian holiday.

The Christmas festival can beavery emotiondly charged issuefor bdievers within
the Hebraic Renewal Community. Sometimes quite incredible condusonsare drawn. For
example, | remember reading onereport aboutpagan influences behind Christmas,
claiming tha when you sing ONod Oyou actudly are declaring tha there is ONo EIO(no
Elohim or God)' Nod of course is simply the French word for the Nativity of God. Fur-
ther, when you say (BantaQ the author claimed, it actually is theword GsatanQjust with
theletters transposed!

On the other hand, the traditiondists who treasure the Christmas holiday Band all
tha it meansfor thefamily and for thar relationship to God Bget highly defensive about
such criticisms. They feel that to rgject Christmas is tantamountto rejecting Jesus And so
there is a hugeamountof polarization going on.

One aspect of this debae strikes me as somewha hunorous On theonehand, there
are thoe we might call the GRigorousRootersO(people who are very seriousaboutthe
Jewish roots of thar faith) who decry Christmas because it is too pagan. On the other
hand, what we might term the CBerious SecularistsOin our sodety decry Christmas
becauseit istooreligioud So these two opposte campsare in agreement: we should do
away with Christmas. Thereligioussee it as too secular, andthe secular seeit astoo
religioud

Samedecry Christmas because it istoo pagan.
Othersdecry it because it istoo religious!

In our study thismorning | want to address thisissuein three categories. Firgt, |
want to give you some Relevant Facts. Second,| will mention some Related Factors
and Interpretations of the Facts. Andthird, | will close with three Applications or
Recommendations for your prayerful congderation.



|. RELEVANT FACTS

Fact 1. Thedae of Messiah'sbirth is notmentioned in the Bible.
Fact 2. Thedae of Messiah'sbirth is unknown.

Even today, scholars cannot prove when Jesuswas bom. They are in universal
agreement aboutonething: tha hewas not born on December 25™.

Jesus probably was bom sometime between the years 4-6 B.C. Herod the Great was
alive when hewas bom, and Heroddied in4 B.C. It dso islikely tha Jesuswasbom in
the springtime. We know from ancient Jewish literature, for example, tha shephedsin
andent Judea broughtther flocksin fromthefieldsin early November and did not take
them back outinto the pastures until early spring, probably March or April.

Fact 3. Theearliest written recordsin Christian tradition tha speculate aboutthe
date of Messiah@ birth are to befoundin thefirst part of the 3 century (i.e., two hun-
dred years after Jesus).

Fact 4. Aroundtheyear 200, Clement of Alexandria argued tha Jesuswas bom on
Pachon25inthe Egyptian calenda, which correspondsto May 20 in our calenda.

Fact 5. Clement was respondingto aview circulated by Basilides, a Gnodgic theo-
logian in Alexandria, who claimed that Messiah® epiphany(appearance or manifesta-
tion) occurred onthe 6™ of Januay.

TheGnodic view hdd tha the Christ was not fully human. Spirit and matter do nat
interact. Spirit is pure, matter is corrupt So Christ took on only the appearance of aman,
and this manifestation of deity, according to Basilides occurred on the 6" of Januay.
This dae for Epiphany (aterm still used today butwith different assoaations is early
and important.

Fact 6. Another significant date is March 25". Some leadersin theearly church
came to the conduson tha Jesuswas crudfied onthis dae, correspondng to the spring
equinox in the Roman calenda.

It was not unammonin antiquity to bdieve tha great men died onthe same day as
thar birth. In this case, the conviction developed that the Messiah was both conceived
and crudified on March 25", If that were the case, then going forward ninemonthsto his
birth, you would get the date of December 25™.

Fact 7. Thefirst recorded mention of December 25" as the Nativity of Christ is not
founduntl theyear 336in what is called the Philocalian calenda. (We are now three
hunded years outfrom the death and resurrection of Jesus)

Fact 8. The25" date correspondel in the Roman calenda to thefestive pagan
celebration of thewinter solstice, on which citizensthroughait the Roman empire cele-
brated Natalis Sols Invicti Bthe (re)Birth of thelnvindble Sun. The ancient pagan view
was that the Sun (god) seemed to be perishing or diminishing throughthe autumn, com-
ing to its lowest point on December 25", and then in effect was bom agan and continued
to strengthen throughoutthe spring and summer. So the Invindble or Unconqueable Sun
was celebrated with gda and raucousRoman festivities on this date.



Fact 9. Unde theinfluence of the Church at Rome, the Nativity celebration onthe
25" of December became commonplace in theWest only at theend of the 4™ century. In
other words more than 400years after theactud event in Judes, the celebration of Mes-
siah@ birth on December 25" became widespread in the Western church.

Fact 10. TheNativity festival on December 25" spread to the East only gradually.
Thefestival of Epiphany on Januay 6" was a far more important date there. Over time
Epiphany became assodated with a number of things including the bgptism and thebirth
of Christ, and even the date of the Magi@ visit.

Fact 11. It was only by themiddle of the5™ century tha most Eastern Churches
replaced Januay 6" with December 25" as the date of the Nativity. The Church in Jeru-
salem was thelast holdout Not until the mid-6™ century (549 did the origind church
shift to the December festival. Some Eastern communities to this day, such asthe
Armenian Church, still celebrate the birth of Christ on January 6™.

Fact 12. Our find fact isthis: Christmas (fromtheold English for Christ's Mass,
aterm first used in 1038)is notabiblical festival. The Nativity is biblical; thefestival
celebrating the Nativity is pog-biblical. Matthew and Luke both speak of the Nativity of
theMessiah. But the festival commemorating the Nativity is much later Dessentially 4"
century Band therefore pog-biblical.

Christmasis not a biblical fesival.
The Nativity isbiblical; the fedival
celebrating the Nativity is post-biblical.

TheFestival of the Nativity was notwithou controversy fromthevery beginning.
Tha controversy continual throughthe centuries, and is ongong even today.

For example, nedther andent Jewish tradition nor the Bible celebrated birthdays. In
the 3 century, the Church@ first great theologian, Origen, chastised Christiansfor doing
s0. He said celebrating birthdays was pagan, noting tha the practice was adhered to (by
unrighteousmen like Pharaoh and Herod the GreatO(the only mention of birthdaysin the
Bible), and thusshould not be celebrated by Christians On the othe hand, the powerful
preacher, John Chrysogtom, at the end of the4™ century in Antioch urged Christiansto
keep the Festival of the Nativity.

Only in theMiddle Ages did Christmas celebrations gan widespread popubr sup-
port, and sad to say, often were accompanied by less than soba and virtuousactivities.
Such immorality was consstently and widdy condemned by the Church. The Reformers
frowned on Christmas celebrationsfor this same reason.

Christmas was bannad in England for a period of time, only to return to great vigor
and populr appel in the 19" century, duein no small part to thewritingsof Charles
Dickens The Puritansin our own county denouned Christmas celebrationsin early
America. Thecontours and character of Christmas as we know it today really daeto the
19" century.



1. Related Factorsand Inter pretations of the Facts

Point 1. Why does the Bible not mention the date of JesusObirth? | would urge
caution in drawing condusonsfrom silence Bclaiming, for ingance, tha it is not men-
tionad because God doesn®want usto celebrate Christ@ birth. Thefact istha theearly
bdievers were far more concerned with the death and resurrection of our Lord, which
they commemorated in the historical and biblical context of Passover.

Point 2. To say tha afestival is pog-biblical isnat to say necessarily tha it isant-
biblical. Thisisan important distinction. Examples of this prindple aboundin Jewish
tradition andin the New Testament.

For example, nowhere does the Torah (Pentateuch) prescribetha Jews should
assemble in a synagogueon Shabbda, awell-established cugsom within Judasm during
the Second Temple period and onethat Jesushonoss (Lk 4:16). Nor is pronounéng a
blessing before ameal stipulated anywhere in the Hebrew Bible (cf. Dt 8:10), butthe
Sages of Isragl established the cusom Band Jesuscarried on that tradition.

Here is an example more pertinent to our discussion. Consde thewinter festival of
Hanukkah, which is pog-biblical (to the Hebrew Bible). It commemorates the defeat of
the Syrian monach AntiochusEpiphanesin 165B.C. by afaithful band of brothers, the
Maccabees. We read in John10:22-23 that Jesuswent up to the Templein Jerusalem for
the OFeast of DedicationQor Hanukkah. So thefact that Hanukkah is a pog-biblical
festival surely does notimply that it is arti-biblical.

By theway, themeaning of thisfestival shifted over time. In the 1 century, the
focus of Hanukkeh was on themilitary victory of little Israel agang themighty army
of the Syrians After thedestruction of theTemplein A.D. 70 and following the Second
Jewish revolt in 135,the Rabbis began to downplay the military aspects of therevolt and
emphasized indead the more spiritud aspects of Hanukkah Bthe rededication of the
Temple and thesupernaura lighttha God provided for the Menorah. Thisisagood
example of how afestival can shift in meaning, given changing historical circumstances
and the spiritud needsof acommunity.

Note this point: Hanukkeh commemorates an historic event in thelife of God®
people, and subsequently was established as afestival in order to remember the event.
This prindple, | suggest, can be applied to thebirth (and theresurrection) of the Messiah.
TheNativity of Jesuswas a biblical event that literally changed history. Now, howwe
wish to commemorate it is open to question and discussion and to creative consderation.

This principle can be appliedto the birth
(and thereaurrecton) of the Messiah.

Point 3. Many pagan practicesin antiquity are paallel to Band in some cases seem
to be the antecedents for Bsome of our Christian cugoms surrounding Christmas. The



evidence hereistricky, causality is notalways clear, and alternaive explanaionsare
possible.

For example, theweeklong Roman festival of Satrnalia celebrating thewar god,
Saturn, began on 17 Decembe and culminaed on 25 December. During this enommoudy
popukr festival all boundaies of morality were thrown off; drunkenness, lewdness and
licentiousess were the order of theday. Caroling was a popubr feature of Saturndia b
caroling throughthe streets in an inebriated and often undressed state. Lights, parties and
erotic action werethe order of theday. All of thiswas donein the context of the Roman
winter solstice on December 25" Da day of festive celebration and invocation of Sol
Invictus the Unconqueable Sun.

The Church Fathers congstently railed againg theidolatry and immorality of
Saturndia. They congstently condenned the paganism and idolatry of thefestival, and
yet Saturndia proved tenacioudy persistent and pevasive throughoutthe ancient Roman
world.

Point 4. Eventudly, church leaders subgituted the Festival of the Nativity com-
memorating Christ's birth for the pagan Roman celebration of Sollnvictus Tha is clear.
Wha is not so clear, especially to some critics of Christmas, is why. Why did the Church
Fathers do this? Three factors are important to consder.

Why did the Church Fathers
substitute the Fedival of the Nativity
for the pagan Roman celebration of Sd I nvictus?

A. Thedate of December 25" already was unde condderation as a possible candi-
date for thebirth of Christ. Thethree key dates from this period BJanuay 6", March 25"
and December 25" Dall circulated widdy and were conddered relevant to the Nativity of
Jesus.

B. TheChurch Fathe's probably chose December 25" as the Nativity Festival in
order to counter paganism, notto utilize it or joininto it. They wanted to turn attention
away from the Onvindble SunCtoward the GBun of Righteousness.OOne of the oft-cited
and favorite texts of theearly church was Malachi 4:2: CBut unto you thatfear my name
shall the Sunof righteoushess arise with healing in his wing) (KJV). The Church
Fathers wanted to shift allegiance away from the common Roman affirmation, GCaesar is
Lord,Oto thetruerevelation that Qesusis Lord.OThey wanted to shift peoplesQectivities
fromimmoral condud to holy consecration.

C. Thefact tha theFestival of the Nativity of Christ came to prominence and
widespread celebrationin the 4™ century is nota coincidence.

Thegreatest theological-spiritud béttle tha the Church combated in the early centu-
rieswas the heresy of Arianism, which nearly carried theday. Wha was the coreissue
with Arianism? Thedivinity of Jesusas the Son of God. Was he of the same substance



as God or was heonly of asimilar subdance? Was he co-eternd with God or was he
thefirst-created of all created bangs?

Church counals condudel tha the Incarnation Btherevelation of the Word en-
fleshed Bwas the decisive, distinctive and defining doctrine of the New Testament. For
them, thefestival of the Nativity reinforced the centrality of this preeminent truth in the
mindsof thepeople. Thefact tha the Festival of the Nativity came to prominence in the
4" century therefore is directly related to the emphasis the Church Fathers placed on the
Incarnaion Btha in Jesusof Nazareth God was incarnate, come for our salvation.

In additionthey batled theingdiousbutinfluentid Gnogic view (as with Basilides,
for example). Church leadersingsted, contra Gnogicism, tha Jesuswasin fact born of a
woman and was fully man, nat just the appearance of one. Drawing attention to his
Nativity was away of emphasizing that truth.

The Church in the early centuries, therefore, had to counter the mere Gappearance of
Christ,Owhich was the Gnodic view, and the Gemi-deity of Christ,Owhich was the Arian
view. Ther Orthodoxview was reinforced in the mindsof the populce by the celebrat-
ing the Festival of the Nativity, and for that reasonit became a Christian festival of
paramountimportance.

Point 5. Wha aboutChristmas trees? Many ingst tha they are pagan in origin b
tha they can betraced back to the pagan religionstha worshippel the Earth goddess and
Nature, induding trees. So pagan celebrants would cut them down, bring them into thar
homes and decorate them as part of thar idolatry.

Thislast point smply isnottrue They did congder the Earth sacred, especially
trees, but they did not cut them down. Tha® the whole point: thetrees are sacred. You
don'tchoponedown and bringit into your hous! Pagansoften did use evergreen
boughs however, in the context of their winter solstice celebrations And because of
these pagan assodations the Church in the 3 century expressly prohibited Christians
from usng evergreens as decorationsfor the Nativity.

Wow, Jeremiah istalking about Christmastreed
Or so it seemsto some.

Other critics of Christmas would take usto Jeremiah 10 to provethat the Bible
expressy forbids Christmas trees. Consder thetext, verses 1-4:

Hear theword which the LORD speaksto you, O house of Israd. Thussaysthe
LORD: Learn nottheway of thenations nor bedismayed at the signsof the heavens
because the natonsare dismayed at them, for thecugsons of the peoples are false. A tree
fromtheforest is cut down, andworked with an axe by the handsof a craftsman. Men
deck it with silver andgold; they fagten it with hammer and nails so thatit cannotmoveE

Wow, Jeremiah istalking aboutChristmas trees! Or so it seemsto some. Infact he
is not talking about Christmas trees but aboutidols B crafted wooden idols tha were



adomed with silver or sometimes overlaid with silver and gold. This becomes clear if
you keep reading (verses 5ff):

Thar idols are like scarecrowsin a cucumber field, andthey cannotspeak; they
hawe to be carried, for they cannotwalk. Be notafraid of them, for they cannotdo evil,
nether isit inthemto dogoodE They [the pagars] are both stupid andfoolish; the
ingruction given by idolsis no better thanwood Beaten silver is broughtfrom Tarshish,
andgold fromUphaz They are the work of the artisan and of the handsof the goldsmith;
thar clothingis blueandpurple; they are all the produd of skilled workers. (NRSV)

Christmas trees actualy came into popularity only in 19" century England, drawing
upona German cusom dating back to the 16" century. So they are of relatively moden
origin in the Christmas context.

Now usnga Christmas tree is notoneof thewaystha Keren and| choos to com-
memorate the Nativity. Thefestival of Hanukkah for us overlapping as it does with the
Christmas season, has become an increasingly meaningful way to remember the Messiah.
Lighting the Menorah candles each night remindsus of the Onewho istheLightof the
World (Jn 8:12) and of hisever inareasing illumination. In Jewish tradition the menorah
issaid to emblemize theTree of Life, and when it isfilled with the oil of the Holy Spirit
it bumssupenaurally. Thenine branches of the Hanukkah menorah even correspondto
theninefruits of the Spirit (Gal 5:22-23)! So thisfestival that Jesus himself celebrated
remindsusto (re)dedicate ourselves as pat of acommunity tha bears hisname andis
called to holiness unto the L ord.

On theother hand | have alongime friend in the Hebraic Renewal Movement who
findsit very meaningful to use a Christmas tree to commemorate the Nativity of theLord.
The tree remindshim tha Messiah alludes to himself as Orhe Green TreeQ(Lk 23:31; cf.
Ezk 20:47)DaMessanic title referring to the RighteousOne. And thestar atop thetreeis
asymbol for him of the Gtar that shdl come out of JacobQ(Nu 24:17), a propheic refer-
ence to the Messiah, and of the Bright Morning StarOof JesusOown self-description
(Rev 22:16).

Point Six. Symbols are powerful and important, but they are not magical. We mugt
not confuse the power of asymbol for some kind of magical force. Symbols do not have
some kind of absolute, undhanging significance. Their meaning isrelated to context and
to intentiondity.

Symhwols are powerful and important,
but theyare not magical.

TheBible, induding theTorah, isfull of symbols and images. God specified images
to bewoven into the curtainsin front of theHoly of Holies; thevery Ark of the Taberna-
cle had Cherubim B creatures appaently with human faces. God is notopposed to theuse
of images. Heis oppo®d to idolatry or Qyraven imagesQ He utilizesimages for divine



purposes. You cannotattend a Passover Seder, for example, and notbe struck by the
symbolism of virtudly every elementinit. Or cometo the Table of theLord and notbe
moved by the powerful images of Messiah® shed blood and broken body.

Symbols hdp defineredlity for us They are powerful and important, and convey
great truths But the key to thar meaning is always context and kavannah(intention).
Thusthe same symbol can convey aradically different reality for oneperson than for
another.

Consder thecross as an example. What does it mean to Christians? Wha does it
mean to Jews? For usit is a powerful symbol of the incredible love of God and the sacri-
fice of His Son onour behdf. For Jews, however, thecrossis aterrible reminde of the
Crusaders who bore theimage uponther shieldsand thar tunics, as they burnt syna-
gogues and daughtered innoent Jewish men, women and children. It isa symbol of
centuries of Christian persecution, in thename of Christ, of his Jewish brethren. Same
symbol, radically different meanings

How aboutthe Magen Dauid, the Star of David? Bookshave been written claiming
tha it isan occult symbol Bi.e., demonic. Isragl itisclaimed is under acurse because
the six-pointed star of intersecting trianglesis onthe nationd flag. It istruetha the six-
pointed star is an andent Hindusymbol with occult connogtions Does tha mean that
because theimageis ontheflag of Israel tha demonic forces are thereby looed? Satan-
ists use the pentagram or five-pointed star in ther magical invoations Does tha mean
because the United States has fifty five-pointed stars on theflag that we are unde the
occult influence of Satan when it is displayed?

Symbols are powerful, but they are notmagical in and of themselves. Thar meaning
and power arerelated to context and theintentiondity of theuser. The Bible does not
hold to amagica worldview, whereby certain signs or secret wordsautomatically
manipulate redlity.

A casein pointisfoundin Acts 17, where the Apodle Paul isin Athens Heuses a
pagan idol to the Qnknown GodQGes a prop for his spiritud message aboutthetrue God.
Then heeven quots a secular Greek poaN On him we live and move and have our
beingQ(17:28)N to convey a profoundspiritud truth. So is the Apodle Paul invoking
demonic forces by quaing a pagan pod or usng apagan idol? | think not

My pointissmply this: Having a Christmas tree in your hous does not necessarily
make you a pagan. Unless of course you are bowing down to it! | would even suggest tha
you are far more likely to get caughtupinidolatry and indulgein paganism at the Tem-
ples of Mammon (also known as Ghopping mallsQ) than you are sittingin your home
enjoying thelights on a Christmas tree tha reminds you of the Green-Tree Messiah who
isatogeher righteous

Having a Christmastreein your house
doesnot necessarily make you a pagan.




[11. Applications and Recommendations

First: 1t will behdpful in your thinking to distinguish between the Nativity, which
isbiblical, andthe Festival of the Nativity, which is pog-biblical. By all means celebrate
theNativity of our Lord. Rgoice with theangds at the birth of the Messiah. Reflect on
the profoundsignificance of the Incarndion, and resolve in your own life to live more
OncarnaiondlyObfor it is the Spirit of Messiah who indwells you and wants to transform
your lifeto theglory of the Father.

Theproblem it seemsto meis notso much tha we celebrate Christmas, buttha we
don'tcelebrate it well. In othe words the problem is not that we celebrate, but howwe
celebrate Bbecause our culture and undhecked consumerism tend to dominae our cus-
toms. | would urgeyou this year to find creative ways to celebrate the Nativity of the
Lord in spirit and truth.

Themerrymaking of our sodety during this season is much more akin to Saturndia
than thethingsof the Spirit. Let@ be honest. During the Christmas season our homes, sad
to say, are more often noted for the presents tha are there than for the Presence whois
there. The spirit of Santa Clausis a more notable feature of our celebrationsthan the
Spirit of Christ!

| wish | had timeto tell you aboutSant Claus tha@® quite an interesting story. |
can only give youthis persond asde From my paint of view, Santa Clausis aboutas
relevant to Christ@ birth as rabbits are to his resurrection!

To summarize my first recommendaion: Make the Nativity thefocus of the season,
notthe Festival.

From my point of view, Santa Claus
isabout asrelevant to ChristOsirth
asrabbitsareto hisreaurrection!

Second: Congder simplifying and sandifying the Nativity season this year.

Simplify in the spirit of theorigind Nativity, as opposd to beng submerged by
congumerism in the service of Mammon. Be redemptive with your givingBbuyless and
give more. Why nottake a partion of your planned gift money and give it to thepoor?
Why not redeem your money this year? Give more to charitable causes than you ever
have before.

Let usmake every effort to focuson Jesusthe Messiah Bhisincarnaion, hislife,
and thejoy of his Spirit. Let@ be more concerned about Christ showing up Christmas
morning than Santa Claud May our homes be known for the sweet spirit of Messiah
permeating thefestivities rather than for thefrantic profuson of gifts, foodsand merry-
making. Christmas actudly is oneof the mog impressive ways we can bear witness of
our Lord to friendsand family, and even to our society. So |let@ redeem thetime.
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Third: Be more informed aboutthis holiday andbe more respectful of differing
points of view.

Let uslisten to oneanothe's concerns, and let usbenefit by oneanothe's cautions
Be very careful aboutjudgmnental attitudes towardsthose whose views or practices differ
from yours. Judgnentalism and condescenson do not honorthe Messiah. Be alittle more
self-reflective: judgeyourself.

Thisremindsme of astory told by afriend from Israel. He was on aministry trip to
Florida and while there visited theimpressive (and expensve) new home of a Christian
couple. Thehusand took my friend to the garage to show off his brand-new bod, parked
next to some beautiful cars. Asthey were talking, something was said about Christmas.
QDh,0Osaid the man, Qve don®celebrate Christmas. It is too pagan! OWha® wrongwith
this picture?

Let usexamineour own lives this season of the Nativity. For the sake of Messiah
and the edifying of our community of faith, let usal reassess the Nativity holiday and
celebrate the Incarnaion with focusand with great joy, togeher.

In other words wha | am saying to youisthis: To some aspects of this holiday, we
need to say (Hallelujah!OTo other aspects of this holiday we need to say Bah Humbug!O
If you agree, say OAmenO
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