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For Susan, my mother-in-love,

who loved Christmas more than anyone I know.
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The Fullness of Time

SERIES PREFACE

ESAU MCCAULLEY, SERIES EDITOR


Christians of all traditions are finding a renewed appreciation for the church year. This is evident in the increased number of churches that mark the seasons in their preaching and teaching. It’s evident in the families and small groups looking for ways to recover ancient practices of the Christian faith. This is all very good. To assist in this renewal, we thought Christians might find it beneficial to have an accessible guide to the church year, one that’s more than a devotional but less than an academic tome.

The Fullness of Time project aims to do just that. We have put together a series of short books on the seasons and key events of the church year, including Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost. These books are reflections on the moods, themes, rituals, prayers, and Scriptures that mark each season.

These are not, strictly speaking, devotionals. They are theological and spiritual reflections that seek to provide spiritual formation by helping the reader live fully into the practices of each season. We want readers to understand how the church is forming them in the likeness of Christ through the church calendar.

These books are written from the perspective of those who have lived through the seasons many times, and we’ll use personal stories and experiences to explain different aspects of the season that are meaningful to us. In what follows, do not look for comments from historians pointing out minutiae. Instead, look for fellow believers and evangelists using the tool of the church year to preach the gospel and point Christians toward discipleship and spiritual formation. We pray that these books will be useful to individuals, families, and churches seeking a deeper walk with Jesus.
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An Introduction


At the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, you can go and see the small patch of earth where, according to tradition, the Virgin Mary gave birth to Jesus. The Greek Orthodox and Armenian Apostolic churches currently maintain the site. You have to descend countless stone stairways and traverse labyrinthine passageways, past rich brocades and hanging lamps, to reach the hallowed cave. I have not visited it myself, but I’m told the grotto smells of damp earth and burning oil while the air reverberates with the sounds of chanting and singing from the many chambers above. Beneath the main stone altar, a fourteen-point silver star surrounds a circular hole marking the spot where, according to the Latin inscription, “Jesus Christ was born to the Virgin Mary.” To touch the mark, you are forced to kneel and crouch, leaning beneath a fringed satin drape to place a finger into the hole. Within the recess, according to tradition, lies the stone on which Mary lay as she pushed the infant Christ into the world.1

Outside the church is Manger Square, where Catholic Midnight Mass is celebrated on December 24 (and Orthodox Christmas Eve thirteen days later). Christmas Eve events in Manger Square are attended by thousands of people and broadcast live around the world. Every year locals and pilgrims gather to sing Christmas carols, surrounded by countless twinkling lights and multicolored decorative flags. Festivities officially begin when the Latin patriarch of Jerusalem enters the city near Rachel’s Tomb and makes his way through the streets, accompanied by parades of children and youth. At the conclusion of Midnight Mass at the Church of Saint Catherine, he carries an icon of the child Jesus through the square to the Nativity Grotto in the depths of the church. The icon is placed over the silver star, marking the time and place of Christ’s arrival in our world.

Most of us will never see the Grotto of the Nativity or celebrate Christmas in Manger Square. But it is good to recall that the place Christ was born is not simply a soft-focused backdrop to our favorite Christmas stories and hymns but a living, vibrant place with an ongoing Christian community. Today Bethlehem is no longer a small village but has about twenty-five thousand inhabitants and occupies a central place in the religious life of Palestinian Christians.2 Though it’s been over two thousand years, the humble arrival of the Son of God continues to capture imaginations today. When we seek to draw near to the mystery of Christmas—as we are doing with this small book—we’re joining a millions-strong procession of other Christians from all over the world who have been worshiping the newborn king for millennia.

I didn’t have this global perspective when I was a child. An ocean away from Bethlehem and in a nonreligious home, I grew up knowing little about Christmas. But I still considered it my favorite holiday—and not just because of the presents. Somehow I knew there was something extraordinary happening from sundown Christmas Eve to sunup Christmas Day. I could feel in my bones the “deep magic” in the celebration of Christ’s birth—as though my young body sensed in Christmas a point of rendezvous for God and humankind. Once the Holy Spirit found me and brought me into Christ’s church, Christmas took on even more significance. Like Saint Augustine, I was drawn to faith in Christ through the marvelous beauty of the Word made flesh—that the Son “of the Father’s love begotten” was born of a virgin in a backwater Middle Eastern town. It was the most magnificent story I had ever heard. It still is.

Yet for all my love of Christmas, it remains difficult to write about. For most of us, the season is hopelessly intertwined with sentimentality, nostalgia, and commercialism. Christmas overflows with vivid memories—some good and some not so good—and elevated expectations—some healthy and some not so healthy. Like Dr. Seuss’s Grinch perched on Mount Crumpit, our respective imaginations have loaded the Christmas “sleigh” with a surplus of sights, smells, sounds, and tastes: soft candlelight, aromatic wassail, singing choirs, decadent pies and puddings, the crinkle of shiny wrapping paper, and much more. Even though Christmas belongs to the universal church that spans the globe, there’s no denying that those of us living in the West experience the season in ways decidedly different from, for instance, the Palestinian Christians gathered in Bethlehem’s Manger Square. We know instinctively that Christmas is more than shopping mall Santas, silver bells, and snow-flocked trees, but such things are so entangled with our impressions of Christmas that it’s hard to know where those things end and Christmas—the real-deal, traditional, transcultural season of the church year—begins. What are we to do?

The first thing is to acknowledge that this is our reality and do our best, by God’s grace, to make our peace with it. There’s simply no way to fully disentangle Christmas from our embodied and encultured experiences of it. We must pursue an understanding and appreciation of Christmas in the midst of our memories, expectations, and hang-ups. After all, at the center of the mystery of Christmas is the astonishing fact that God has come to dwell with us. God has seen fit to grace our world with God’s presence—not just once but for all time—in Jesus Christ. So God’s loving embrace extends to our particulars—noses and toes, meals and gifts, decorations and gift-giving. Even if we could leave our embodied existence and all its memories behind, God would not have us do so. It is precisely the real stuff of daily life—even the heavily commercialized season of Christmas—that God means to redeem in Christ. As Madeleine L’Engle says in her poem “First Coming,” “He did not wait for the perfect time. He came when the need was deep and great. . . . He came with Love: Rejoice! Rejoice!”3

Despite the sentimentality surrounding Christmas, its focus—and the focus of the whole liturgical calendar—is the triune God. To give ourselves to the observance of the church year is to give ourselves to an education, a formative submersion, in the Trinity. Each season reveals something more of God’s truth, goodness, and beauty (though the fullness of God we will never fully comprehend). Christmas reveals to us the God of the great exchange, the God of the poor, the God of creation and re-creation, the God of life and light, the God of the crèche and the cross. “He came with Love,” indeed, and we are compelled to worship and serve him in return. Christmastide offers us one more way to do so.

The beauty of the liturgical calendar is that it provides a substantial length of time to prepare to approach the mystery of Christmas. We call this time Advent. But preparation for Christmas was not the original focus of Advent. Early in the church’s history, Advent was primarily concerned with the second coming of Christ—looking beyond history’s horizon to the final judgment of all things. In its modern iteration, though, Advent tends to be observed as preparation for Christmas, even as it retains the emphasis on watching and waiting for Christ’s return. Advent calls our attention to the prolonged anticipation of God’s people both for the first and second comings of the Messiah. And by engaging in practices of repentance during Advent, our bodies and souls are prepared for the celebratory practices of worship and feasting during Christmas.

Many of us may find it easier to participate in Advent (and Lent, its springtime complement). Human life is marked by suffering, and celebration doesn’t always come easily to a people acquainted with sorrow and hope deferred. Despite the gains of modernity, the dreadful beasts of conquest, war, famine, plague, and death continue to stalk the earth. And now with the help of mass media we are perhaps more aware than ever of the breadth and depth of the anguish they inflict. No amount of money or power can shield us from the vulnerability of being human. Sickness, heartbreak, and loss, it seems, are the price we pay for existence. Nevertheless, the church calendar ensures that, no matter how long and dark our Advent, the season of waiting always gives way to the season of wonder. By God’s abounding grace, Christmas still arrives every year—somehow or other, it comes just the same.4

In the chapters that follow I offer an entryway into the liturgical season of Christmas. I do so by meditating on what the Scriptures, practices, and prayers of the season reveal about God. I draw on a variety of other resources in the Christian tradition, too, including rituals, music, poetry, and art. The Festival of the Incarnation is divine in origin—God became human in Jesus Christ—but decidedly human in practice. How Christians have celebrated the coming of Christ has inevitably evolved over the past two millennia and varies considerably from place to place. So along the way I also provide stories and historical background to help us better understand the rituals and symbols we now consider essential to the season.

Of course, a work of this sort is inherently limited by the perspective and context of its author. I write as an Anglican priest-theologian and professor in the midwestern United States. While I respect and appreciate the differences between Eastern and Western church approaches to the holiday, mine remains decidedly (though, I hope, humbly) Western. Though I write from the broader Anglican tradition and intentionally draw on its assets, I seek to retain an ecumenical spirit.

Much more could be said than what I’ve been able to include here. So along the way I’ll offer recommendations for further reading for those who may wish to explore more on their own. My hope is that Christians of all traditions will find this little book illuminating and edifying as they seek to faithfully observe the holy days of Christmas.

May the glory of the Word made flesh abound in our lives and resound throughout the world!
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I

The Origins of Christmas


Christmas (a shortened form of “Christ’s mass”) has been an embattled holiday for much of its history—and not just because talking heads on TV like to argue about the “war on Christmas” every year. The truth is, long before Black Friday sales and seasonal Starbucks cups, many Christians (yes, Christians) viewed Christmas as a thoroughly debauched and godless season. With all the raucous drinking, public carousing, and even violence, many reasoned that genuine Christians would never join in such immoral and irresponsible revelry. In addition, some of the symbols and rituals of Christmas seem disconnected from the true “reason for the season”; many are thought to be thoroughly pagan in origin. When you add to this sketchy history the fact that we don’t know for certain when Jesus was born, sincere Christians might be tempted to discard Christmas observance entirely. What do we make of these concerns?

Let’s start with the date of Jesus’ birth. Despite various efforts to square our modern calendar with the historical event, no one knows for sure when Jesus was born. From the records we have, it seems the earliest Christians weren’t very interested in determining the date. In the third century Clement of Alexandria writes that some calculated the day of the Lord’s birth to be today’s May 20 or April 20 or 21.1 One hundred years later, in the mid-fourth century, we find widespread consensus building around two dates: December 25 in the West and January 6 or 7 in the East.

How did this happen? There are a few theories, but two are the most common. The best-known, especially in popular venues, is the “history of religions theory,” which says December 25 was simply adopted from a pagan celebration. The Roman Empire celebrated a midwinter Saturnalia festival in late December, coinciding with the time of the winter solstice. And in 274 CE, the Feast of Sol Invictus (the Unconquered Sun) was formally established by Emperor Aurelian on December 25. So, the theory goes, early Christians intentionally seized on this coincidence to promote the Christian faith among pagans, claiming December 25 as Jesus’ birthday.

The problem is that there is scant evidence for this view. Fourth-century Christian writers like Ambrose note the intersection of the winter solstice and Jesus’ birth, but they don’t speak of it as an intentional missional choice. In fact, it wasn’t viewed as the church’s choice at all. Instead, they saw the coincidence of the two dates as God’s providential sign of Jesus’ superiority over pagan gods. Jesus’ birth on December 25, they said, proves that he is the true Sun who outshines all false gods.

The other problem with the Christians-adopting-a-pagan-holiday theory is that it is anachronistic. It attributes to the early church a practice that, up to that point, was foreign to them: intentionally assimilating pagan festivals into Christian ones. As a persecuted minority, Christians in the first three centuries were very concerned to distance themselves from pagan religious celebrations like temple sacrifices, games, and festivals. In fact, their refusal to participate in Roman religious devotion was one reason for their persecution. It would have gone against the grain of their practice at that point to purposely incorporate a pagan festival.

After the conversion of Emperor Constantine in 312 CE and the establishment of Christianity as the empire’s favored religion, it became more common for Christian leaders to incorporate pagan festivals. We know Gregory the Great in the seventh century, for example, recommended his missionaries in modern-day Great Britain convert pagan temples into churches and transform pagan festivals into feasts for Christian martyrs. But the date of Christmas is very unlikely to have been chosen in this way, particularly since we know it is present in the historical record before Constantine’s conversion.

The other theory about the dating of Christmas, often called the “calculation theory,” has more going for it. The calculation theory says the dating of Christmas has to do with the dating of the annunciation (when the Virgin Mary was told she would be with child) and Jesus’ conception, which was determined by dating Jesus’ death at Passover. This can get a little complicated, especially given the difference in calendars between the Eastern and Western churches. But a brief summary goes like this: early church fathers determined that the date of Jesus’ death (the fourteenth day of Nisan, according to the Gospel of John) in the year he died was equivalent to their March 25. Later the church recognized March 25 as the Feast of the Annunciation, which falls exactly nine months before December 25. So Jesus was thought to have been conceived and crucified on the same day of the year, with his birth occurring exactly nine months later.

Why would the church conclude that Jesus was conceived and killed on the same day? Some think it is rooted in ancient Jewish tradition about creation and redemption occurring in the same time of year. The Talmud, the central text of Rabbinic Judaism, reflects this point of view. For example, second-century Rabbi Yehoshua says, “In Nisan the world was created; in Nisan the Patriarchs were born; on Passover Isaac was born . . . and in Nisan in the future the Jewish people will be redeemed in the final redemption.”2 This reflects the expectation of a timely symmetry between human origins and human salvation. We have evidence of the same belief in an anonymous fourth-century Christian treatise from North Africa. And by the fifth century, Augustine was also familiar with the argument, saying, “For [Jesus] is believed to have been conceived on the 25th of March, upon which day also he suffered; so the womb of the Virgin, in which he was conceived, where no one of mortals was begotten, corresponds to the new grave in which he was buried, wherein was never man laid, neither before him nor since. But he was born, according to tradition, upon December the 25th.”3
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