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INTRODUCTION 



Many of us understand the basic stuff about Christmas. Most of us know, for example, that Christmas is the celebration of the birthday of Jesus. But how do we know if he was really born on December 25? And how about those wise men? Who were those guys, and where did they come from? Was it really a star or some other cosmic event that guided them? Maybe you are like me and have an insatiable curiosity about this special holiday. Perhaps you have children and have been the target of a few million questions yourself. Most of their questions are about the guy in the red suit and what he carries in his sleigh. You’ve probably answered the best you can, but what do you tell them when they ask how the reindeer keep from sliding right off a snow-covered roof? Do people on hot Caribbean islands have chimneys? How many names does Santa have? When did Mrs. Claus emerge from obscurity? What is wassailing, anyway?

With enough questions to fill Santa’s toy sack, what we all need are answers. I admit that I didn’t interview Santa or Mrs. Claus for this book (who’d know that they go on vacation, too?), but I did do a lot of research and am eager to share it with you. So make yourself a cup of cocoa, put your feet up, and get ready to take a magical sleigh ride through Christmas with me.


part one 


the first christmas 
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The first Christmas must have been awesome to behold. A light brighter than anyone had ever known moved across the night sky to guide wise men from the East to Bethlehem, birthplace of the newborn king. They found him swaddled in cloth and lying in a manger. Next to baby was his mother Mary, undoubtedly exhausted from giving birth, and Joseph, her betrothed, by her side. As the wise men bowed to pay homage to Jesus and offer their gifts, maybe they felt a mystical energy. Perhaps they saw an effulgent light encircling the baby and his parents. Because the only eyewitnesses to the event were the wise men, the Holy Family, and the angels on high, we will never know. Luckily the story of the first Christmas has inspired the imagination of artists, authors, poets, and musicians for centuries—and everyone can appreciate their interpretations. Let’s take a look at this inspiring story.
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1 WHEN IS JESUS’ ACTUAL BIRTHDAY? 

Although Christmas Day is the holiday that celebrates the birth of Christ, and tradition marks the date as December 25, it is not a date that appears in the Bible. In fact, the New Testament does not give the precise date when Jesus was born. The two gospels that shed light on Jesus’ birth are Matthew and Luke, but their accounts differ and are not easily reconciled. And we’re just talking here about the year, not the month and day.

The Gospel of Matthew mentions the “Massacre of the Innocents,” or the slaughter of babies two years and younger, during the reign of Herod the Great, which prompted Joseph and Mary to take Jesus and flee from Bethlehem to Egypt. Herod died in 4 b.c., so Jesus was born, according to Matthew, prior to Herod’s death.

The Gospel of Luke, however, states that Jesus was born during the time of a Roman census that obliged all taxpayers to register in regions of their ancestral homes. The Jewish historian Josephus wrote that the census took place in a.d. 6, when Quirinius was governor. Jesus’ parents were obliged to travel from their home in Nazareth to Bethlehem to be taxed (Luke 2:4). And although Mary was about to deliver, she accompanied Joseph.

Luke’s gospel begins with the pregnancy of Elizabeth, cousin of Jesus’ mother Mary. Mary and her cousin’s pregnancies are closely linked. Mary conceived when Elizabeth was already six months pregnant (Luke 1:36). Luke starts the infancy narrative in the days of Herod the Great, King of Judea (Luke 1:5), so Herod was still alive when Mary was pregnant with Jesus. However, the second chapter of Luke states that the birth of Jesus took place during the pan-Roman census when Quirinius was governor, some ten years after Herod’s death. So at best, Luke provides a ten-year range, that is, 4 b.c. to a.d. 6.

Festive Fact 

What’s so special about late December, though? Well for one thing, it’s the part of the year when the days finally begin to get longer.

Figuring out the month and day of Jesus’ birth is just as difficult. Many Old Testament prophets were believed to have died on the same day on which they were conceived or born. If this holds true for Jesus, counting forward nine months from the anniversary of his crucifixion on Good Friday, which early Christians believed to be March 25, would put his birth day on December 25 or January 6 (depending on when Good Friday fell in the year determined to be his birth year, which we have discovered is not easy to pinpoint).

An obscure document attributed to Theophilus of Antioch (a.d. 171–183) is one of the earliest known references to December 25 as the date of Jesus’ birth. In the second century, Clement of Alexandria, an early church father, and others speculated on other possible dates. Pope Julius 1 settled it when he decreed December 25 as the date of the Christ child’s birth. Most churches eventually adopted December 25 as the day to honor the birth of Christ, and that is the day the birth is celebrated throughout the world.


2 MARY, “ONE OF THE GUYS?” AND THE CENSUS 

The Roman census of the “whole world” (meaning the whole Roman Empire) was conducted during Quirinius’ tenure as governor of Syria. It required all men to return to their ancestral regions to register. Some sources say that there was no Jewish or Roman requirement for Mary to make that journey. So why did Mary have to go? Her baby was due, and she was not yet Joseph’s wife (Luke 2:5). The Gospel of Luke states that the census was undertaken for purposes of taxation. Other references assert that it also may have required a signature as an oath of loyalty to Caesar Augustus, the supreme ruler of the Roman Empire.

The Gospel of Luke states that Joseph “was of the house and lineage of David” (Luke 2:3), potentially a claimant to the royal throne of David and possibly a threat to Rome and her rulers. Herod certainly desired to know the identity of all the potential claimants and required all of those in Judea who were of royal Judaic lineage to register in Bethlehem, the city of David. Some sources state that a Jewish woman could pass along the royal Davidic lineage by way of her offspring and descendants. If this was the reason for or a benefit of the census, then Joseph and Mary surely had to make that trip to Bethlehem. But hold on. If Jesus’ birth occurred in 4 b.c., the date generally accepted, it would have taken place ten years before the census of Quirinius. Scholars say there was no Roman census under Herod’s rule and one would not have been required anyway in Judea and Galilee, his territory. Whether Mary and Joseph were in Bethlehem for a census or to swear an oath, or for some other reason, Luke and Matthew’s gospels agree that Mary gave birth there. In Matthew, the wise men find Mary and the Christ child in a house (Matthew 2:11) while Luke states that there was no room in the inn and so she gave birth to “her first newborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger” (Luke 2:7).


3 MORE THAN A STAR IN THE EAST 

Herod did not know about the star until the Three Wise Men, or Magi, arrived in Jerusalem and inquired about the birth of the King of the Jews. They mentioned that they had seen the star in the east and took it as a sign of an important birth of a king. Of the four New Testament gospels, only Matthew mentions the star, and apparently no one saw it but the wise men. But what did they see—a comet, an unusual alignment of planets, an eclipse, or something else?

The composition of a comet is ice and rock. It may have a super elongated orbit, and some comets may be visible for weeks or even months. It’s possible that the wise men saw a comet. But ancient astrologers saw comets as a sign that an enthroned king would die or that a war might begin, so this would not have been an auspicious sign heralding a new king.

Other sources suggest the “star in the east” was more likely a conjunction of two planets passing close to each other. In early April, 6 b.c., and toward the end of the reign of Herod, Jupiter could be seen in the eastern sky in the astrological sign of Aries the Ram. The ancient Greeks and Romans believed that the most auspicious time for the emergence of a king was when Jupiter was in that position. Astronomer Michael R. Molnar asserts in his book, Revealing the Star of Bethlehem: The Legacy of the Magi,  that the Moon was very near Jupiter, and the Sun, Jupiter, and Saturn were all in Aries. Aries was the sign of the Jews. These heavenly bodies then moved in such a way as to be seen as an important portent for the birth of a powerful future king of the Jews.


4 CONFLICTING STORIES OF THE VIRGIN BIRTH 

Mark, the oldest of the four gospels of the New Testament and the one widely believed to have been the first written, does not record a virgin birth for Jesus. Neither does the Gospel of John. Scholars say that the later gospels of Matthew and Luke most likely drew upon Mark as source material. If that is true, then why did Matthew include the story of the virgin birth when it was not found in Mark?

Matthew states, “When as his mother Mary was espoused to Joseph, before they came together, she was found with child of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew 1:18). In other words, she had not been with a man but became pregnant through the power of the Holy Ghost.

Later, the Gospel of Matthew, considered by many to reflect the most Jewish tradition of the four gospels, makes the point that the virgin birth fulfilled Old Testament prophecy that a virgin would be with child and bring forth a son, “and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted as ‘God with us’” (Matthew 1:23). Matthew, by linking the virgin birth to Jewish tradition and prophecy, makes it clear that the son of Mary was the anticipated messiah, or savior of the Jews.

Where did Matthew get his information that Mary had become impregnated by the Holy Spirit if there were only two witnesses to the Annunciation, namely, the angel and Mary? The angel later revealed the mystery to Joseph, so perhaps Joseph told someone and the story spread and became part of an oral tradition that writer of the Gospel of Matthew heard. We’ll probably never know the source for Matthew’s information, but that gospel appears to emphasize Jesus’ fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14, which states, “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign: Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.”

The Gospel of Luke also proclaims a virgin birth. Luke states that “Mary kept all of these things, and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19, 51). That suggests that she was not inclined to gossip about the miraculous events unfolding in her life. How could the writer know she kept those things inside and pondered them unless she revealed them to someone who passed the information through others to the writer of that gospel?

Some argue for the historicity of the virgin birth precisely because it is mentioned in two texts and independently of each other. Others say that of the four gospels, only Matthew and Luke alone wanted to have the birth of Jesus fulfill the Old Testament prophecy. Still others say that the early Christians may have borrowed from pagan traditions, in which gods impregnated women to produce divine sons. But that argument is flawed because the woman does not remain a virgin once the sexual act is initiated and, therefore, the conception is not virginal.

Here’s a final note about the word “virgin.” In Isaiah 7:14, “virgin” may be a Greek mistranslation of the original Hebrew word almah, which means “young woman.” The Hebrew word for virgin is bethulah. However, a young woman who has never had intercourse is still a virgin.


5 WHO WERE THOSE THREE WISE MEN? 

The Gospel of Matthew refers to the wise men in the plural, so there were two or more. 

Eastern tradition claims there were twelve. Early Christian fathers accepted three. Guided by the “star in the east” (also the “Star of Bethlehem”), they sought the place where Jesus was born to pay homage to him and to offer gifts. The Gospel of Matthew mentions the three gifts of the Magi: gold, an emblem of glory and divinity; frankincense, a symbol of purity and ascending prayer; and myrrh, a fragrant burial oil for the time of death.

The Magi (plural of magus, meaning sorcerer or shaman) may have been Zoroastrian priests from the East, perhaps from Persia or Babylon, where a remnant of the Hebrew population remained after Babylonian captivity. The Magi, often called the Three Kings, weren’t really kings. More correctly, they might have been called “makers of kings.”

Other sources identify the Magi as not only priests but astrologers whose job it was to keep an agricultural calendar and to advise nations and kings of portents and signs gleaned from what they observed in the sky. The ancient Hebrews considered astrology as divination and its practitioners as idolaters. Only Hebrew priests kept the calendar for religious purposes. Centuries after the birth of Christ, Marco Polo supposedly saw the graves of the Three Wise Men or Magi in what is today Tehran, Iran.


6 “Away In a Manger” Confusion 

“AWAY IN A MANGER,” ED. JAMES R. MURRAY (1841–1904) 
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Away in a manger, no crib for His bed, 
The little Lord Jesus laid down His sweet head.
The stars in the sky looked down where He lay, 
The little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay.



The cattle are lowing, the Baby awakes, 
But little Lord Jesus, no crying He makes.
I love thee, Lord Jesus, look down from the sky.
And stay by my cradle till morning is nigh.



“Away in a Manger” is an American Christmas carol. The original song had two verses that were written by an anonymous author. The first two verses are believed to have been composed in approximately 1880. A third verse was added some time later.

James R. Murray was the composer who first published the work in a children’s book of songs, titled Dainty Songs for Little Lads and Lassies, and in that collection called the song “Luther’s Cradle Hymn,” leading to confusion over the authorship. The song was often sung to the tune of “Luther’s Cradle Hymn,” a piece written by William J. Kirkpatrick, a Pennsylvanian who served in the Union army during the Civil War and composed a number of beautiful Christian hymns.


part two 


the history of christmas 
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Christmas evolved out of the ancient world of miracles and magic. Many sources say that the early Christians did not celebrate the birthday of Jesus but did pay solemn homage to him at Easter. Early church theologian and scholar Origen (185–254) objected to the celebration of Jesus’ birthday, apparently believing that birthday parties were not for the holy and virtuous. During ancient times, Christians in the East managed to celebrate Jesus’ birthday along with his baptism during the annual Epiphany observances on January 6. Eventually, in the fourth century in Constantinople, a feast day was established to honor Jesus’ birthday. If Christmas evolved from miracles and magic, then we all must wonder what is real. What is true? Let’s take a look at the history of this splendid holiday.


7 WHY DECEMBER 25? 

Early Christian leaders who decided upon December as Jesus’ birth month may have made a calculated choice based upon a belief that integrating pagan cultural traditions with Christianity might be a wise thing to do. In pagan cultures of that time, people enjoyed participating in winter solstice festivals. Christian leaders understood that forbidding people to participate in those popular cultural festivals might have the effect of turning them away from the faith. While some church fathers, such as Gregory Nazainzus, argued against any mixing of pagan practices with Christian ways, others believed such a conflation might be advantageous.

During ancient times, the winter solstice festival was celebrated according to the prevailing traditions of individual lands and regions. For example, the twelve-day Mesopotamian holiday known as Zagmuk, featured the symbolic sacrifice of the king. Since the people did not want to lose their king, a convict was sacrificed instead. His death expiated the sins of the people.

Wooden representations of the enemies of Marduk, the sun god, were torched, to symbolize Marduk’s victory over disorder and darkness. This tradition may have established a precedent for the burning of the Yule log. Sacrifice was also an element of the midwinter Sacaea festival in Babylonia and Persia. That renewal festival featured a temporary subversion of roles. In other words, the slave became master and the master served his slave. During that holiday, two criminals were selected to receive sentences of either death or freedom. The one to be sacrificed was first jeered as a fake king. His death symbolized redemption for the sins of the people. The ritual had resonance in the death of Jesus and the freeing of Barabbas. Saturnalia, a Roman winter solstice festival that took place from December 17 to December 24, perhaps most closely resembles our modern Christmas celebration. During Saturnalia, children enjoyed a school break, people made and gave small gifts to family and friends, and everyone participated in celebratory meals. The social order of master and slave was reversed during Saturnalia. Although slaves could treat their masters anyway they wanted during the holiday period, they understood that the social order would inevitably revert back, so many undoubtedly used caution to guide their behavior. There was a special market established during Saturnalia and open gambling was allowed. Saturnalia was originally a one-day festival but grew to last a week. Celebrants honored Saturn, god of sowing. Roman festivals often included a public banquet and Saturnalia was no exception. Similar to the Zagmuk and Sacaea traditions, during Saturnalia, a person—perhaps a Roman banquet guest—was sacrificed. Wax candles known as cerei were burned to bring light and banish darkness. People dressed in colorful clothing and everyone wore the freedman’s hat.

As Saturnalia ended and the calends of January or the first day of the New Year began, people were already socializing at parties. The calends was observed over the first three days of the month. During that period, homage to Strenia, originally known as Sabine, Roman goddess of the New Year, served as inspiration for people to walk from her sacred grove up the Capitoline Hill to present bay and palm branches and to offer gifts of dates, figs, or honey. These gifts were known as strenae. The word survives today in the French language as etrennes or New Year’s gifts.

Looking Back

Many of the church’s initial battles over what some Christians considered irreverent pagan practices associated with solstice festivities ended in a compromise. The Christmas tradition, consequently, absorbed some of those ancient pagan rites and symbols.

The actual day of the winter solstice is the twenty-four hour period extending from December 21 to December 22. So, why did the early Christians choose December 25 and not the actual date of the solstice? Some scholars suggest that the date had relevance and resonance with a prominent Hellenistic mystery religion during the Roman era that shared similarities with Christianity—Mithraism. Depending on which version of Mithra’s birth story you read, he was born from either a rock, a tree, or a cosmic egg. The Mithraic faithful treated December 25, the birthday of their god, as a major holiday. Roman emperor Aurelian, a proponent of the cult of Sol, the sun-god, made “Sol Invictus” (Invincible Sun) the empire’s pre-eminent diety in A.D. 354. Aurelian is believed to have established the holiday celebrated on December 25 known as dies natalis Solis Invicti (the birthday of the undefeated sun). Later, Constantine, who ruled a century after Aurelius and converted to Christianity during the final moments of his life, decreed a Roman day of rest(dies solis), meaning literally “day of the Sun” or Sunday. The themes of defeat of darkness, the restoration of light, and renewal of hope that were integral to Mithraism and other solstice traditions were easily adapted into early Christianity. Christ, in his death and resurrection, exemplified these very important elements. People simply shifted their devotion from the sun to the Son of God and thus Christianity supplanted the Roman pagan worship of the sun deity. December 25 became the day that marked Christ’s birth. Christians, thanks to Constantine, could legally practice their faith, marking holy days such as Christmas with special festivities.
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