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Praise for WHY WE KISS UNDER THE MISTLETOE





“This marvelous book may present itself as a Silver Stream on the open road, but under the hood it is a heavy-duty all-wheel pick-up with tremendous historical grit. Michael Foley has neatly balanced the popular style of the book with careful research in biblical (and especially) historical insight. In a word, it “works,” and well. The book is lively and engaging and teeming with a historian’s experience and familiarity with a vast array of intriguing subjects. Highly recommended.”


—STEVEN C. SMITH, author of The House of the Lord


“Why We Kiss nder the Mistletoe does more than tell us about the clever ways we’ve justified our stolen smooches. It ranges across cultures and languages, history and lore, poetry and song, and then it takes this one life we have and the forms and trappings of one of its most joyous expressions and puts them all under the revelatory power of a Drummond light—all without making us feel as if we’re reading a master’s thesis on the etiology of the aetosaur’s eating habits or some other topic of inexpressible tedium.”


—JASON PETERS, professor of English, Hillsdale College
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INTRODUCTION





In all the civilized world there is no spot so secluded, and, perhaps, no heart so dark that the sound of Christmas chimes fails to awaken in it a sense of joy and exultation. Round and round the earth rolls the grand sympathetic melody, calling on rich and poor alike, to put aside for a day all disputes and jealousies; and over and above all trouble and perplexity swells the sublime, reiterated strain: “Peace and good-will, good-will and peace, peace and good-will to all mankind.”1





The anonymous author who wrote these words in 1871 may have been a bit melodramatic, but his claim still strikes a chord today. What is it about Christmas that continues to captivate our hearts? Is it the childhood memories of presents under the tree? The sentimental music? The sense of coziness? Certainly the religious reason, the birth of the Savior, is cause for celebration, but most people hold Christmas dearer to their hearts than Easter, which is technically the more important feast in the Christian year. Why Christmas?




[image: Image]

One of many Norman Rockwell Christmas-issue magazine covers. American Boy





This book helps to answer that question by giving you a history of the holiday and the meaning behind the customs that make it so special. In this book you will learn just about everything you need to know not only about the big day itself but about the long buildup to it and the comet tail of celebrations following it. While most Christmas books cover only a few days of the year, we will take you through over two months of merriment—and cover customs treasured in dozens of different cultures, spanning twenty centuries of history.


And as we do, we will carefully separate fact from fiction, unearthing the true meaning behind many of our most beloved Christmas customs and tales. The Christmas story is so storied that there are now even myths about Christmas myths. With an impartial but loving eye, we lay out the various theories about why we do what we do. Where does the Santa Claus legend really come from? Is the Christmas tree a pagan yuletide observance? What exactly is a carol? Is Groundhog Day a part of the Christmas cycle? And, of course, why do we kiss under the mistletoe?


Finally, we introduce you to a side of Christmas that you did not know existed, from forgotten traditions of mischief and mayhem to ghoulish figures haunting the holiest of nights.


All told, this book will introduce you to hundreds of magical figures, foods, drinks, songs, superstitions, practices, and, above all, stories about the most wonderful time of the year.


It is our hope that this book will deepen your appreciation of the Christmas season and enable you to celebrate it with heightened understanding and greater joy.


Merry Christmas!










Chapter One [image: ] CHRISTMAS’S ROLLER COASTER PAST



The origins of Christmas are more tangled than an old box of Christmas lights, and its history is rowdier than a 1960s holiday office party.


ORIGINS


Let’s start with the origins. The Gospels according to Matthew and Luke provide the only canonical accounts that we have of the birth of Jesus Christ. According to these narratives, the Blessed Virgin Mary and St. Joseph were “espoused,” that is, they had completed the first stage of a first-century Jewish wedding (the signing of the marriage contract) but not the second (the introduction of the bride to her husband’s home, which could be months and sometimes more than a year later). During that waiting period, Mary conceived the Christ Child through the agency of the Holy Spirit and then left town for three months to help her aged cousin St. Elizabeth give birth to St. John the Baptist. When she returned, St. Joseph noticed that she was with child. After being told by an angel in a dream to take Mary to wife (that is, to complete the second stage of the wedding, taking her into his home) and to adopt Jesus as his own, he did so.1 As the time drew near for Mary to bear her Son, the holy couple traveled from their home in Nazareth to Bethlehem in order to be enrolled in a Roman census. Because there was no room for them in an inn, Mary delivered her Child in a stable, which according to oral tradition was a sheltered cave (where Bethlehem’s Basilica of the Nativity now stands). Angels announced the good news to nearby shepherds, who came to adore Him, and Magi who had been following a star from the East did so as well, but only after they had paid a visit to King Herod to inquire into the whereabouts of the newborn King. The question unsettled the paranoid and wicked Herod, who ordered the death of all baby boys in Bethlehem in an attempt to eliminate the competition. Joseph, however, was warned of Herod’s plot in a dream and fled with the Holy Family to Egypt. After Herod died, another dream told Joseph that it was safe to return to Nazareth.


Critics of the infancy narratives claim that the facts do not add up: Herod the Great was not king when the census of Quirinius was taken but rather died four years before the birth of Christ; the census would not have been taken during the winter and would not have required bringing one’s expectant wife; there were no astronomical anomalies (no “Christmas star”) that we know of in 1 B.C.–A.D. 1, and so forth. Biblical critics also claim that because the story of Jesus’ birth resembles that of Moses in some respects (both, for example, involve the slaughter of innocent boys), it must be fictitious.2


There are, however, compelling points in favor of the original Christmas story. The Christmas star need not have been an astronomical event; it could have been a miraculous apparition limited to the Magi. We should not be hasty in drawing conclusions about dating: it is difficult to align three different ancient calendars (the Jewish lunar calendar, the Roman solar calendar, and a different Greek solar calendar). The conclusion that Herod died in 4 B.C. (four years before the birth of Christ) is based on a miscalculation of a passage in the writings of Flavius Josephus. And if you posit that the Magi met the Holy Family after their return to Nazareth rather than, as is popularly imagined, in the stable at Bethlehem, the chronology lines up.3 As for the belief that the story of Christ’s birth must be false because it resembles Moses’s, there is no logical necessity to think so. The resemblance could be coincidental or, better yet, part of God’s master plan, in which case the parallels are proof of the story’s veracity rather than its falsity.4


DATES


As for when we observe Jesus Christ’s birthday, we know that in the late second or early third century Christians in Egypt celebrated Christ’s birth and His baptism as an adult in the River Jordan on January 6 and that other Eastern-rite Christians eventually followed suit. In Rome, on the other hand, there is evidence that Christmas was celebrated on December 25 as early as A.D. 336. Eventually (from the fourth century on), the East adopted December 25 as the date of Christ’s birth and January 6 as the date of His baptism while the West kept its Christmas date of December 25 and adopted January 6 as the visit of the Magi (though it also commemorated Christ’s baptism on January 6). To this day, there is a difference in emphasis between the calendars of Western Christians (Roman Catholics and Protestants) and Eastern Christians (Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Church of the East, and Eastern-Rite Catholics). In the West, there is a buildup to Christmas as the big day and then a plateauing that lasts until the lesser Feast of the Epiphany on January 6. In the East, Christmas Day is important, but “Theophany” (January 6) is the grand high point of the season; indeed, it is second only to Easter in the entire year.


How these dates were chosen remains a hotly debated topic. There are three main theories.


The first, the “history of religion” theory, is that Christians in Rome chose December 25 to supplant a Roman pagan festival called the Birth of the Unconquered Sun and that Christians in Egypt chose January 6 to supplant an Egyptian festival of the god Aion, who was born of a virgin.5 Although this theory has enjoyed the most scholarly support over the years, it has been criticized for overlooking one important detail. Christmas may not have been celebrated on December 25 until 336, but Christians were nonetheless talking about December 25 as the date of Jesus’ birthday as early as 240. The Roman feast of the Unconquered Sun, on the other hand, was not instituted until 274. Did Christians try to coopt a pagan feast, or did pagans try to coopt a Christian date? Most likely neither. The Roman Emperor Aurelian, who instituted the celebration of the Unconquered Sun, was more concerned about the winter solstice (which at the time fell on December 25) than about stealing thunder from a small religious minority.6 Either way, Christians were not thinking of pagan customs when they first arrived at a date for their Savior’s birth.


Which brings us to the second hypothesis, called the “calculation” theory. According to this view, early Christians were influenced by the Jewish notion of an “integral age,” the belief that the prophets died on the same date as their birth. Some early Christians calculated that April 6 was the date of Christ’s crucifixion, while others thought that it was March 25. March 25 became the date of Christ’s conception in the womb (the Feast of the Annunciation), and nine months after March 25 is December 25. Similarly, if you add nine months to April 6, you get January 6.7 The theory is intriguing, but unfortunately there is no evidence that the early Church knew about the rabbinical belief in an integral age, nor does the theory explain why Christians would have modified the belief from a two-pronged focus on birth and death to the three prongs of conception, birth, and death.8


Finally, there is the third theory, which is that Jesus Christ was actually born on or around December 25.9 King David had divided the Levitical priesthood into twenty-four “courses” (1 Chronicles 24:7–18), and the Gospel according to St. Luke records that Zechariah, who was burning incense in the Temple when he had a vision of St. Gabriel the Archangel, was in the course of Abijah (Luke 1:5). Calculating from Luke’s account and Talmudic sources, we can conclude that Zechariah’s turn to serve in the Temple as a member of his course most likely happened during the week of September 5–11 in the year before Jesus’ birth. Assuming that John the Baptist was conceived shortly thereafter (Luke 1:23–24), he would have been born somewhere between June 20 and 26. Jesus was six months’ younger than His cousin (Luke 1:36), so He would have been born between December 21 and 27. This thesis, however, has yet to gain widespread acceptance.


So who is right? Here’s what we know:


In former ages and even in some places today, birthdates were not of great concern—either because the actual date of birth was difficult to determine or because there were other, more important factors to take into consideration. In ancient Greece, Plato’s birthday was celebrated on the Feast of Apollo: either the great philosopher forgot to tell his disciples when his birthday was, or his disciples thought it more important to associate him with the god of light, beauty, and poetry. In some Christian cultures even today, one’s name day (the feast day of the saint after whom one is named) is a bigger celebration than one’s birthday. In Japan, where the group is traditionally more important than the individual, there were no personal birthday celebrations prior to the influence of American culture in the 1950s. The old Japanese equivalent of a birthday was either New Year’s Day (when everyone knew he was a year older) or Girls’ Day on March 3 (for all daughters and mothers) and Boys’ Day on May 5 (for all sons and fathers).


Second, even in the unlikely event that the early Christians decided to celebrate the birth of Christ on December 25 to coopt a pagan holiday, they clearly understood the difference between their religion and the one they were supplanting. Church leaders sternly rebuked converts who retained even the external symbols of the old festivals, as the writings of Tertullian, St. Augustine, and Pope St. Leo the Great attest. And the doctrine of the Incarnation, which teaches that Jesus Christ is 100 percent human and 100 percent divine, is not the same as stories of demigods being 50 percent human and 50 percent divine. Understanding the pedigree of demigods requires no more imagination than following a family tree chart on ancestry.com, whereas understanding how the Divine Person Jesus Christ is not only the Son of Man but also consubstantial with the Father demands a whole new metaphysical skill set. As the Christian believer sees it, there is not so much a pagan yearning for the gods that Christianity replaced as there is a human yearning for the divine that paganism responded to imperfectly and tragically, and that Christianity purifies and fulfills joyfully.


Third, say what you will, the symbolism works. The Bible describes Jesus Christ as the Light or the Sun or the Dawn, and so it is appropriate that His birthday is celebrated around the time of the winter solstice. A Jewish boy is circumcised eight days after his birth, and so if Jesus’ birthday is celebrated on December 25, it is appropriate to commemorate His circumcision on January 1 (Luke 2:21). In accordance with the Mosaic Law, Jesus was presented in the Temple and His mother was ritually purified forty days after His birth (Luke 2:22–24), and so it is appropriate to celebrate this event on February 2, the Feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary (a.k.a. the Feast of the Presentation of the Lord). The Bible states that John the Baptist is six months older than the Messiah (Luke 1:24–26), and so it is appropriate that his birthday is said to fall six months later (June 24). St. John the Baptist famously says of Jesus, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30), and so it is appropriate that John’s birthday be celebrated on or after the summer solstice, when the days start to grow longer. The Blessed Virgin Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit nine months before giving birth to Jesus, and so it is appropriate that the Feast of the Annunciation is celebrated on March 25, a date that follows the spring equinox and marks the end of the dead, dark winter and the beginning of a new era of life and rebirth.


And for those who enjoy straining their brains, these dates afford matter for deeper, more mystical explorations. St. Augustine notes that there are 276 days between March 25 and December 25, which happens to be the sum of 46 x 6. Forty-six is the number of years that it took to build the Holy Temple (John 2:20), and six (for reasons too complicated to explain here) is the symbol for one year. Thus 276 is an apt numerical symbol of the Temple that is Christ’s own body (John 2:21), which was built up from a single zygote on March 25 to a newborn baby on December 25.10 Mind blown? Merry Christmas!


MEDIEVAL MERRIMENT AND MISCHIEF


Christmas got off to a slow start in comparison to Easter and even some saints’ feast days, but it more than caught up. As a sign of its new importance, Christmas marked the beginning of the new Church year from the fifth to the tenth century (curiously, the Inuit in the Arctic circle still begin the new year on Christmas the same). In A.D. 425 the Roman emperor banned chariot races, which were popular but cruel, on Christmas Day, and a century later the emperor declared Christmas a civic holiday during which work and public business were prohibited. In 506, the Council of Agde urged Christians to receive Holy Communion on Christmas Day, in 563 the Council of Braga forbade fasting on Christmas, and in 567 the Council of Tours established the Twelve Days of Christmas from December 25 to January 6 and mandated fasting during Advent to prepare for the great feast. Christmas also became the occasion for important events. In the year 496 St. Remigius baptized King Clovis I and three thousand Franks, in 598 St. Augustine of Canterbury baptized ten thousand Britons, and in 800 the Pope crowned Charlemagne head of the new Holy Roman Empire, all on Christmas Day. The holy day was on its way.


Christmas was enormously popular during the Middle Ages, and it is thanks to our medieval forebears that we have many of our familiar Christmas customs, such as caroling, Yule logs, Nativity scenes, Christmas pageants, and so on (see Chapters Eight through Eleven). But the holiday was not quite the same then as it is now. As we will see in Chapter Twelve, Christmastime was a season of misrule. Customs such as the Feast of Fools and the Boy Bishop upended the social hierarchy that prevailed during the rest of the year and relieved folks of the roles they usually played in their daily lives. Christmas also had a dark side (the subject of Chapter Seven), confronting primal fears about winter and pagan superstitions about the season. Christmas in the Middle Ages was less a private celebration of family and children and more a public occasion for adult feasting and tippling—and as we will see in Chapter Ten, some of these delights are still with us.


On the other hand, despite their vices, medieval Christians understood the religious core of the holiday and cherished it. It was not unusual for the faithful to attend three Masses on Christmas Day (one at midnight, one at dawn, and one later in the morning) and to participate in religious services throughout the Twelve Days of Christmas. And with the love of God came a love of neighbor. Many medieval Christmas customs involved extra solicitude for the poor and kindness to all. Even the animals benefited from this seasonal largesse as they were spared from labor and feasted on extra hay.


THE WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN


The raucous medieval Christmas was asking for a backlash, and a backlash it got. For centuries the Catholic clergy tried to stem or outlaw abuses while keeping the spirit of the holiday, with varying degrees of success. But the first total assault on Christmas, by people who were willing to throw the baby out with the bath water, took place during the Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther was fine with the holiday, but other Reformers, such as Ulrich Zwingli, and later Protestant denominations, such as the Scottish Presbyterians and the English Puritans, went after Christmas with the same zeal with which Herod went after every boy under the age of two in Bethlehem. In Scotland, the holiday was so thoroughly suppressed from the late sixteenth century until the twentieth that most Scots had to work on December 25 into the 1960s, even after Christmas was declared a public holiday there in 1958. Although Christmas has made a comeback among the Scots, several of our New Year’s celebrations, such as the countdown to midnight with a clock or singing “Auld Lang Syne,” are from a time when Scotland’s only major winter holiday was December 31–January 1.


In the seventeenth century the Puritans came very close to extirpating Christmas from the hearts of Englishmen. When Oliver Cromwell and his thugs came to power, they began passing laws against the observance of Christmas, forbidding church services and all other festivities, and mandating a fast on Christmas Day. When these edicts went largely ignored, they stepped up their game. The years from 1645 to 1647 were particularly tense: the Puritans launched a massive propaganda campaign against Christmas, and Parliament banned the holiday under pain of punishment. The result was great social unrest. Riots broke out across the country, Oxford was home to a “world of skull-breaking,” and the mayor of Canterbury had his windows and his bones broken by a mob. But the Puritan-controlled government held firm, fining and imprisoning dissenters and firing ministers who decorated their churches for Christmas. Soldiers scoured the streets looking and smelling for any food that was being cooked for a Christmas dinner. Mincemeat pies, once baked to resemble Christ’s cradle, were made illegal. As one critic lamented, the world had been turned upside down, but not in the playful topsy-turvy manner of medieval social inversion. The pearl-clutching, buzz-killing bad guys had won.




Listen to me and you shall hear,


News hath not been this thousand year:


Since Herod, Caesar, and many more,


You never heard the like before.


Holy-dayes are despis’d,


New fashions are devis’d.


Old Christmas is kickt out of Town.


Yet let’s be content, and the times lament,


You see the world turn’d upside down.11





Christmas returned to England with the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660, but it wasn’t quite the same. Much of its sacred meaning and charitable outreach had been lost while only the feasting and revelries were retained. Whereas earlier English carols praised the Christ Child, songs from this era extolled “Minc’d pies and plum-porridge, Good ale and strong beer.”12 The English had brought back the bath water and forgotten about the Baby.


Cromwell and his ilk had their counterparts in the American colonies. The Pilgrims “celebrated” their first Christmas in 1620 by working as on any other day. Under Puritanical influence, the Massachusetts Bay Colony banned the holiday from 1659 to 1681, and even after that, December 25 remained a regular workday in Boston and the surrounding areas until 1856, when along with the Fourth of July and Washington’s Birthday it was declared a public holiday. Before that, employers would often fire anyone who did not come to work that day, and some factory owners went so far as to move the start of the day shift to 5:00 a.m. or earlier on Christmas Day in order to keep their employees from attending morning Mass. As late as 1870, the Boston public school system held classes on December 25, and any student who played hooky was punished or expelled.13 These measures were partially aimed at the city’s growing Irish Catholic population, but it may have been German immigrants who ultimately softened the hearts of their neighbors. Louis Prang, father of the Christmas greeting card, was a member of Boston’s only German Catholic parish, Holy Trinity German Church, where an outdoor Christmas children’s pageant held in 1851 had to be repeated twice at the insistence of both Catholics and Protestants eager to see it (see Chapter Twelve). Boston went from being the most anti-Christmas city in the country to being the first city to have public Christmas trees, in 1912.


CHRISTKINDL, THE COMEBACK KID


As the history of Boston illustrates, it is hard to keep a good holiday down. In the nineteenth century, Christmas experienced a remarkable international revival and yet another transformation. As we will see in Chapter Four, American poets transformed St. Nicholas of Myra into the iconic Santa Claus (making the holiday more child-oriented), while on the other side of the Atlantic, Charles Dickens retrieved several cherished aspects of a traditional English Christmas as he too added a more family-centered focus. The American Civil War and its aftermath contributed to this domestication as families yearned to be reunited, forget about the horrors of war, and celebrate together (a pattern that would repeat during World War II with songs like “White Christmas”). In the late nineteenth century, advertisers got wise to the marketing potential of Christmas, and by the beginning of the twentieth century, writers were bemoaning the commercialization of Christmas—a lament that continues to this day.14
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Merry Old Santa Claus by Thomas Nast, who was instrumental in popularizing Santa Claus in the nineteenth century. Harper’s Weekly





Christmas has always had its friends as well as its enemies. Today its friends worry about a new war on Christmas: an attempt to ban public symbols of the holiday and the greeting “Merry Christmas.” A deeper problem, we suspect, is the difficulty of recapturing the original merriment, piety, and leisure of the holiday in so fast-paced and restless a society as ours. Here’s hoping that the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come is not as grim as he is in Dickens’s Christmas carol about Scrooge.


Penne Restad, author of Christmas in America, is optimistic about the future, and so we will let her have the last word: “The durability of the American Christmas may, in fact, rest on its ability to bring to our material and scientific world, against daunting odds, a broadly shared hint of the sacred. It is in the brief December season that Americans, using the language and objects of their culture, recapture ideals and act according to their better selves. In this sense, the nation’s Christmas truly brings together the culture’s two most disparate yet similarly unbound projects—to seek wealth and to secure salvation.”15










Chapter Two [image: ] THE BUILDUP: SOME COOL CUSTOMS OF ADVENT



Advent, the four-week period preceding Christmas, is a curious season. It awaits the coming of the Messiah, who already came two thousand years ago. It celebrates the first coming of Jesus Christ, who came in humility as a baby in Bethlehem, in order to prepare for His Second Coming, when He will come in glory as a Judge from the East. In churches, the penitential colors of violet and rose (okay, purple and pink) are used, and some hymns of joy (such as the Gloria in excelsis) are suppressed; meanwhile, outside churches, there are seasonal sweets and Yuletide drinks and radio stations playing Christmas music 24/7.


In nature, when a river empties into the ocean, it produces a brackish estuary in which only some creatures can survive. Advent is like that, a mixture of the fresh water of joy and the salt water of restraint, penance, and waiting. In these brackish waters dwell some wonderfully distinctive creatures. Here are a few examples.


ADVENT CALENDAR



A popular custom from nineteenth-century Lutheran Germany that heightens a sense of anticipation for Christmas is the Advent calendar. Advent calendars are usually colorful pieces of cardboard depicting a many-windowed house or scene. Behind each window is a picture or symbol that points to the coming of Christmas. The children are allowed to open one shutter a day until finally, on December 24, the front door of the house is opened to reveal the Nativity.


Numerous variations of the Advent calendar exist, some of them amusingly gluttonous, with shutters concealing chocolate, candy, or even tiny bottles of whiskey. Out of practicality, most Advent calendars begin on December 1 even though the date of the beginning of Advent varies from year to year. Homemade calendars, though, can be tailored to dates of the liturgical season for each year.


According to the Guinness Book of World Records, the largest Advent calendar, built at St. Pancras station in London in 2007, is over 23 stories high and 75 feet wide. The most valuable calendar, on the other hand, is estimated at $3.3 million. Crafted by Octagon Blue GVC in Belgium, it consists of 24 glass tubes that contain 124 diamonds wrapped in silver.1


ADVENT WREATH



The Advent wreath or Advent crown was invented by sixteenth-century Lutherans in east Germany. The wreath as we know it today, however, did not take shape until a nineteenth-century German Lutheran pastor named Johann Hinrich Wichern took an old cartwheel and attached to it twenty small red candles (symbolizing Saturdays and weekdays) and four large white candles (for the Sundays of Advent). Wichern had founded an orphanage, and to help the children experience the joy of the season, each day he lit a candle from the wreath, told them a story, and prayed with them.


After it was simplified into the four-candle wreath popular today, the custom spread to most Christian communities in Europe, Canada, and America, though not as fast as you might think—even into the 1940s it was virtually unknown in the United States. When the Von Trapp family (of Sound of Music fame) first arrived in America after escaping the Nazis and asked where they could obtain materials for their Advent wreath, they were met with blank stares.2


The custom itself is simple: a wreath made of evergreen is adorned with four candles equidistant from each other. The candles may be of any color: in some European countries they are white, in Germany they can be large and red, and in the U.S. they correspond to the liturgical colors of the four Sundays of Advent, three violet and one rose. The wreath can be suspended from the ceiling or placed in the center of a table. In a dark room, a violet candle is lit on the First Sunday of Advent, another on the Second, the rose candle on the Third (Gaudete Sunday), and the last candle on the Fourth Sunday.


Variations abound. One family places a large white “Christ candle” in the middle on Christmas Eve and lights it. Another removes the candles on Christmas Eve and converts their Advent wreath into a Christmas door wreath.


The symbolism of the Advent wreath is simple and effective. The wreath’s circular shape recalls the crown of Christ the King or the eternity of the Trinity and betokens the “fullness of time” when God sent His son Jesus to redeem us (Galatians 4:4). The evergreen is an ancient symbol of hope and everlasting life. And the candles represent the hearts of the faithful burning for their Savior as well as the light of the prophets whose inspired words pierced the darkness in which mankind was enveloped while waiting for the Messiah.


Several municipalities vie for the honor of having the largest Advent wreath. Mariazell, Austria, boasts of the world’s largest hanging Advent wreath, which is suspended in its town square.3 In 2017, 300 volunteers in Mosnang, Switzerland, took 10,600 cubic feet of pinewood and built a wreath with a diameter of 393 feet and 4 electric red candles, each 19 feet high. Inside the wreath were a food stand and an ice-skating rink.4 The people of Kaufbeuren, Germany, say that they have the world’s largest (recurring) Advent wreath made from real fir branches, which they put up every year around their Neptune fountain. The wreath, which has been the city’s trademark since about 2005, weighs two tons, has a diameter of over 26 feet, and features 4 stout pink candles that are almost 2 feet high.5


BARBARA BRANCHES (DECEMBER 4)


The virgin and martyr St. Barbara (ca. 200) is the patron saint of artillerymen, miners, and a happy death. A “Barbara branch” is a twig broken from a fruit tree (especially cherry), placed in a bowl of water on her feast day of December 4, and kept in a warm and well-lit place. According to legend, if the Barbara branch blooms on or before Christmas Day, it will bring good luck. The custom was once particularly popular among maidens seeking a husband.


Besides this harmless superstition, Barbara branches are reminiscent of the image from Isaiah of Christ as a branch from the root of Jesse (Isaiah 11.2); they can thus be instructive in teaching children the meaning of Advent and Christmas. Barbara branches are also used as a tribute to the Christ Child in the manger, lovingly placed in or near the crèche when they have blossomed.


By the way, you can also call St. Barbara the patron saint of barbiturates, since they were named after her, thanks to a strange accident of history. When German chemist Adolf von Baeyer invented the compound from which the drugs derive, he and his colleagues went to celebrate at a tavern where the local artillery garrison happened to be celebrating St. Barbara’s Day. One of the officers suggested Barbara’s name for the new substance and Baeyer, perhaps his judgment affected by a pint or two, agreed.


GOLDEN NIGHTS AND O COME, O COME, EMMANUEL (DECEMBER 17–23)


If you have ever wondered about the inspiration behind the beloved Advent hymn “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” wonder no more. Beginning on December 17 and ending on the evening of December 23, Catholics, Anglicans, Episcopalians, and a growing number of other Christians use seven special antiphons for the office of Vespers or Evensong that call upon Jesus Christ under a different title each night: “O Wisdom,” “O Adonai,” “O Root of Jesse,” “O Key of David,” “O Dayspring,” “O King of the Nations,” and “O Emmanuel.” Together these different “O Antiphons” retrace the influence of the Son of God on sacred history even before He became Incarnate.


The antiphons are also noteworthy for their “secret code.” Take the first letter of the Latin titles from each antiphon (Sapientia, Adonai, Radix, Clavis, Oriens, Rex, Emmanuel), and you will see that they form an acrostic that, when read backward, spells ERO CRAS—Latin for “I will be [there] tomorrow.” It is as if Christ is answering our prayers through the very prayer itself.


The period of the O Antiphons, called the Golden Nights or Sapientiatide (Wisdom Tide), is a time of heightened anticipation of the Lord’s coming. The joy was so irrepressible that the salutation “Keep your O” was common in several medieval monasteries—an admonition that always makes us chuckle, perhaps because we imagine its being voiced in an ultra-cool Barry White bass.


In the medieval cloister the Golden Nights were often marked by little treats. According to Maria von Trapp, on the day when Christ was called the “Root of Jesse,” Brother Gardener would bring out “his choicest vegetables and fruits, with specially beautiful roots among them.” And on the day when Christ was invoked as the “Key of David,” Brother Cellarer “used his key for the wine cellar and brought out the best wine.”6


In many places, this octave of preparation was extended over nine days, making a Novena. In the Alps, schoolchildren observed the custom of Josephstragen, “carrying St. Joseph.” Each night a group of boys would carry a statue of St. Joseph to another boy’s home. The night after the visit, the boy who had been visited would join the procession, swelling the number of carriers. On Christmas Eve all the boys, accompanied by schoolgirls dressed in white, would process the statue through the town to the church, where it would be placed near the manger.


In Latin America, a Novena to the Holy Child (La Novena del Niño) can consist of praying and singing lively carols in front of the church’s empty manger. The devotion began in the late eighteenth century and continues to the present day.


JESSE TREE



Although the Jesse Tree is a fairly recent custom, its roots (pun intended) go back to the twelfth century, when elaborate family trees of Jesus Christ graced the stained-glass windows of cathedrals like Our Lady of Chartres. The tree takes its name from King David’s father, Jesse of Bethlehem, and is inspired by Isaiah 11:1—“there shall come forth a rod out of the root of Jesse, and a flower shall rise up out of his root,” and by Isaiah 11:10—“In that day the root of Jesse, who standeth for an ensign of the people, him the Gentiles shall beseech.” In the Gospel according to St. Matthew, the genealogy of Jesus Christ is divided into three sets of ancestors, fourteen generations apiece, and traditionally the Jesse tree roughly follows the last two sets, from the birth of David to the Babylonian captivity and from the captivity to the birth of the Savior (Matthew 1:1–17).


The modern Jesse tree, which is little more than a generation old, can be a poster, a small bush (real or artificial), or a bare branch such as mesquite either wedged into a pot or fixed into the cross section of a log. On the tree are placed symbols of Christ’s ancestors, beginning with Jesse or even Adam—either all at once or one per night. Another option is to decorate the tree with symbols of Jesus Christ, especially the titles of Our Lord as they appear in the O Antiphons of the Golden Nights. The O Antiphons can be found in the verses of the hymn “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”—they just need to be rearranged in chronological order, from the “Wisdom on High” in Genesis to “Emmanuel” in Isaiah. Beginning on December 17, the family sings the appropriate verse of the hymn while the corresponding symbol is put on the tree; each night a new verse and a new symbol are added, so that by December 23, the entire hymn is sung and all the symbols used. Depending on their relative sizes, the Jesse tree can be placed in the middle of the Advent wreath and then replaced with the Christ candle on December 24 as a way of signifying how the figures have yielded to the reality.


LUCY LIGHTS AND DELIGHTS (DECEMBER 13)
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St. Lucy’s Day celebration. Adèle Söderberg





The customs for St. Lucy’s Day on December 13 also illuminate the meaning of Advent and Christmas. St. Lucy was a virgin and martyr from Syracuse, Italy, who was beheaded in A.D. 304. Lucy’s name means light, and this association has made her the patron saint of occupations requiring artificial light (such as writers and seamstresses) and of occupations communicating light, such as stained-glass making and glazing. Lucy is also the patron saint of eyes (the “light of the body”) and of eye-care specialists such as opticians and ophthalmologists. Reinforcing this patronage is a legend that Lucy’s eyes were gouged out by her pagan Roman torturers but miraculously grew back later that night. Before the Gregorian reform of the calendar in 1582, the saint’s feast day fell on the shortest day of the year, the winter solstice.


For all these reasons, St. Lucy is honored on December 13 with a number of customs involving fire. Lucy candles were once lit in the home and Lucy fires burned outside. In Sweden and Norway, a girl dressed in white and wearing an evergreen wreath on her head with lit candles awakens the family and offers them coffee and cakes. She is called the Lussibrud (Lucy bride) and her pastry is Lussekattor. Today, Swedes use safer versions of the St. Lucia crown, with batteries instead of flames.


The Feast of St. Lucy comes at a good time, approximately halfway through the observance of Advent. The light of St. Lucy foreshadows the coming of the Light of the World on December 25 like a ray we can follow back to the sun.


NATIVITY SCENE



The Nativity scene or crèche arose out of ancient piety and medieval theater. Christians were honoring the cave in Bethlehem where Jesus Christ is believed to have been born even before St. Helen built the Basilica of the Nativity over it around A.D. 330 (she also allegedly discovered remains of the true Crib, which are now in the basilica St. Mary Major in Rome). Medieval mystery plays later reenacted the Nativity, but when they got out of hand they were suppressed.


A generation later, however, St. Francis of Assisi obtained papal permission to stage a live outdoor Nativity scene. On Christmas Eve 1223, in a cave in Greccio, Italy, the saint had a manger set up with hay and a live ox and donkey. Then, during a Solemn High Mass, his cheeks bathed in tears of joy, he sang the Gospel and preached on the “Nativity of the poor King and the humble town of Bethlehem.”


The Gospel accounts of Christ’s birth do not mention what animals if any were in the stable at the time, but Christians applied Isaiah 1:3 to the birth of the Messiah: “The ox knoweth his owner, and the ass his master’s crib: but Israel hath not known me, and my people hath not understood.” A sarcophagus from A.D. 385 depicts the Christ Child between an ox and a donkey—without Joseph and Mary! The early Church was also influenced by an old Latin translation of Habakkuk 3:2 “In the midst of two animals Thou shalt become known.”


St. Francis’s idea caught on quickly throughout Western Christendom, first in churches and then in homes. Not even the Reformation, with its rejection of “graven images,” could dislodge some Germans from their Nativity scenes: they would rather be bad Protestants than be bereft of their crèches. It was most likely Germans who brought the first Nativity scenes to the United States.


A Nativity scene can be a tableau vivant involving live actors and animals, like St. Francis’s original reenactment. The record for the world’s largest of these was set in Provo, Utah, in 2014 and involved 1,039 volunteers, most of them dressed as angels.7 More common are nativity sets of model figures. The world’s smallest crèche was created with 3-D printing by scientists at Vilnius University in imitation of the Nativity scene at Cathedral Square in Vilnius, Lithuania. Called “The Nano Holy Family,” it is ten thousand times smaller than the original and invisible to the naked eye. The entire microscopic model, which took thirty experts three months to make, can fit through the eye of a needle or on an eyelash; the Infant Jesus is smaller than a human cell.8 At the other end of the spectrum, Alicante, Spain, boasts the world’s largest Nativity figures: Baby Jesus is over ten feet high, ten feet wide, and thirteen feet long, Joseph is over fifty-nine feet high, and Mary is almost thirty-five feet.9


The simplest Nativity scenes have only the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, but it is more common to have all the principal characters of the Christmas story, such as angels, shepherds, the Magi, and an ox and an ass. Crèches can be quite elaborate: Some depict entire modern cities, villages, or castles. In 2017, the townsfolk of Aubagne, France, put up a crèche that covered 1,615 square feet and featured 3,500 figurines ranging from the Holy Family to people in a French post office, cinema, and bar.10


There are a number of charming customs involving the crèche. One is not to place the Infant Jesus in the manger until Christmas morning or after Midnight Mass to heighten anticipation. Another is to have the family’s children prepare the manger by earning wisps of straw that can be used for the Infant Jesus’ bedding; they earn the straw by prayers or good works. This custom, which began long ago in France, teaches children that the cultivation of virtue is the best way to prepare for the Lord’s coming.


Third, the figurines for the Three Kings can be placed at the opposite end of the room and moved a little closer to the manger scene (either with the help of the children or “miraculously” while they sleep) every day during Advent and the Twelve Days of Christmas until they arrive at their destination on January 6, the Feast of the Epiphany.


A similar practice can be implemented with the figurines of Joseph and Mary, to symbolize their journey from Galilee to Bethlehem; of course they need to arrive by December 24. On Christmas morning, the children awaken to the sight of Baby Jesus in the manger surrounded by His loving parents.


PLUM PUDDING



Anglicans and Episcopalians call the Sunday before Advent “Stir Up Sunday” and use the day to begin stirring up their Christmas or plum pudding (which takes weeks to mature properly). On the other hand, and for historical reasons that are unclear, Catholics call the First Sunday of Advent “Stir Up Sunday” and begin their puddings on that day. Both Sundays are appropriate, insofar as each has a collect (or entrance prayer) that opens with the words “Stir up, we beseech Thee, O Lord.”11
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Mrs. Cratitch appears with the plum pudding “bedight with Christmas holly.” Sol Eytinge Jr.





The process of making a traditional Christmas pudding has come to be steeped in allegory and harmless superstition. It should be stirred from East to West to commemorate the journey of the Magi; it should have thirteen ingredients in honor of Christ and His Apostles; and every member of the family and every guest should stir the pudding while making a secret wish. The stirring represents the arousal of our hearts for the Lord’s coming, while the richness of the pudding represents the good things that He brings with Him from Heaven. There is even a little poem to accompany the task:
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