
Christmas Traditions 2021 
 

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas...music’s in the air...I 
love this time of year.  I love the lights, the music, the good will 
shown by people, the decorations, the stories and of course, the 
presents.  The American experience of Christmas borrows 
traditions from many cultures.  The United States has been called 
a melting pot and it certainly is when it comes to celebrating 
Christmas. 
 
Celebrations at this time of year began in the Northern 
Hemisphere over four thousand years ago.  The Mesopotamians 
saw this time of year as a time of crisis.  Their chief god, Marduk, 
had to do yearly battle with the forces of chaos.   Always tenuous, 
at this time of year the order of the world seemed to run down.  
The empty fields after the crops had been harvested told that life 
was dying.  Marduk fought against the monsters of chaos so that 
death would not be complete.  To support their god in his grim 
battle, humans would hold a festival of the new year, which lasted 
twelve days.  Among the many rituals associated with this festival 
were burning of bonfires, processions in the streets, and feasting. 
 
The Romans also had a celebration for the New Year called 
Saturnalia.  Saturn was the ancient god of seed time.  Saturnalia 
began around the middle of December and continued until 
January first.   In the midst of the celebration was December 
twenty fifth, the day the Romans calculated that the sun was at it’s 
lowest ebb, ready to increase again and impact its strength to the 
growing things of the earth.  The celebration was boisterous with 
masquerading, feasting, visiting friends and giving each other 
good luck gifts.  They decked their halls with boughs of laurel and 
green trees, with lighted candles and lamps. 
 
Many cultures worshiped the sun and had celebrations for the sun 
god when the days became so short.  The birthday of the Persian 



sun god, Mithras, was celebrated on December 25.  In Egypt, the 
birth of Horus was celebrated with a twelve-day feast. It began 
with a torch lit procession. The seeds of the wheat were sowed on 
December twenty-seventh. Horus had made sacrifices to Helios 
the sun god to gain favor with him and bring back the sun. The 
Germanic god, Wotan, searches for the sun in the time of 
darkness.  All were focused on bringing back the sun. 
 
Our ancestors called the twelve days between December 25 and 
January 6 the raw nights.  They also recognized four smudging 
nights in which people smudged their homes and stables with 
herbs to protect against evil influences.  Tradition holds that 
during these times the spirits were out haunting.  Rituals were in 
order to ward off the evil influences and to conjure a rebirth of the 
sun.  With him the light of life is renewed.  It is the moment of 
quietness, of contemplation.  The cosmic tree sparkles in the 
starry brightness under which the child of light is born. 
 
The twelve days of Christmas are celebrated in the popular 
Christmas song.  Some people believe that the twelve days are 
the lead up to Christmas, but they are actually the days that come 
after December 25, culminating in the twelfth night, January 6th.  
In Medieval England, this was a time of continuous feasting and 
merry making.  The words of the song were familiar in Europe as 
early as the sixteenth century.  They were published in London 
around 1780.  The gifts themselves are cumulative.  On day two 
the lucky lady receives two turtle doves, and another partridge 
and on the third day she gets French hens, another pair of turtle 
doves and a third partridge.  And so it goes on.  The narrator of 
the carol receives 364 gifts, one for each day of a traditional year 
minus Christmas Day.  Since 1964 PNC Wealth Management has 
plotted the cost of the gifts given by the true love.  This year the 
cost for the twelve items was $41,454.19 but the true cost of 
giving all 364 gifts was a whooping $179,454.19. You would 
certainly have to be a true love to foot that kind of bill for 



Christmas gifts.  
 
I enjoy hearing this song and the other festival songs of this 
season.  I have heard people complain that they grow tired of the 
repetition of Christmas music, but it reminds me that this is a 
special season of celebration.  The tradition of carol signing dates 
to at least the thirteenth century.  Some of the earliest Christmas 
carols were written by the followers of Francis of Assisi.  Having 
spent much of his youth as a troubadour, Francis believed that 
the best way to teach people about Jesus was through song.   In 
1224, Franciscans brought the carols to England and began to 
compose new ones in English.  The Puritans banned Christmas 
Carols with frivolity or pagan influence when they were in power in 
England and many carols were lost.   Carol singing enjoyed a 
revival in England during the Victorian ear.  In America, during the 
nineteenth century, a number of our most famous carols were 
written, including “Away in a Manger” and “Kings of the Orient”.  
Interestingly according to the American Society of Composers, 
Authors and Publishers, the top ten most performed holiday 
songs contain only one with a religious theme. It is number 10, 
“Little Drummer Boy”.  The remainder of the top ten are as 
follows:  9. “I’ll be Home for Christmas”, 8. “Jingle Bell Rock”. 7. 
“Rudolf the Red Nosed Reindeer”. 6. “Let it Snow, Let it Snow, Let 
it Snow”. 5. “White Christmas”. 4. “Winter Wonderland”. 3. “Have 
Yourself a Merry Little Christmas”. 2. “Santa Claus is Coming to 
Town”. 1. “The Christmas Song(Chestnuts Roasting on an Open 
Fire)”. 
 
A glittering Christmas Tree decorated with lights and ornaments is 
one of my favorite Christmas Traditions.  We in the United States 
have a long history of people celebrating beneath a Christmas 
Tree.  During the Revolutionary War, German and British soldiers 
partied around a decorated tree.  It is said that the celebration 
provided the distraction that allowed George Washington to cross 
the Delaware River unnoticed and defeat the surprised soldiers. 



In 1882, Edward Johnson, a lab assistant for Thomas Edison, 
assembled the first string of Christmas lights.  In 1912 President 
Teddy Roosevelt, an environmentalist, banned Christmas trees 
from the White House.  In an embarrassing twist, his nephews hid 
a tree in a closet, bringing it out on Christmas eve.  In 1923, 
President Calvin Coolidge began the tradition of tree-lighting 
ceremony on the White House lawn.  Since 1923, a giant 
Christmas Tree has been displayed annually in New York’s 
Rockefeller Center.  Following a yearlong search, a 75-90 foot 
Norway spruce is selected for the honor. 
 
How did this custom begin?  Evergreen has been used in holiday 
celebrations for over three thousand years.  Around 1300 BC, 
Egyptians decorated their homes with palm branches to celebrate 
the Winter Solstice.  The Romans decorated with laurel and other 
green trees during Saturnalia.  From the eleventh century to the 
end of the sixteenth century, plays based on Bible stories were 
popular.  The most famous of these miracle plays was the 
Paradise play which told the story of Adam and Eve.  It was 
performed on December 24.  The centerpiece of the play was a 
vivid green fir tree adorned with shiny red apples.  The colors red 
and green soon came to represent the colors of the Christmas 
Season. 
 
Two legends from the sixteenth century lay claim to the first 
decorated Christmas tree.  One tells of an evergreen tree 
decorated with flowers that was displayed in Riga, Latvia.  There 
is a plaque in the town square that reads “the First New Years 
Tree in Riga 1510“.  A second story tells of the famous German 
preacher, Martin Luther who, while walking home one night, was 
awed by the beauty of the starts shining through the branches of 
a fir tree.  He wanted to share the beautiful sight with his children, 
so he brought home a fir tree and decorated it with candles.  By 
the 1600‘s decorations and candles became a popular way to trim 
a tree.  Germans decorated Christmas trees with fruit and nuts.  



Before long, ginger cookies shaped like bells, angels and stars 
were added.  Tinsel made from real silver gave the tree sparkles.  
Sometimes books and small toys were hidden among the tree’s 
branches, while larger gifts were placed under the tree.  German 
settlers brought the Christmas tree tradition to America.  On June 
25, 1870, Christmas became a national holiday in the United 
State.  Trees were decorated with long strings of popcorn and 
cranberries.  In the late 1800‘s Americans became fascinated with 
glass blown ornaments that were arriving from Europe.  According 
to the National Christmas Tree Association, in 2019 consumers 
purchased 26.2 million farm-grown Christmas trees and 21.1 
million artificial trees. There are roughly 350 million Christmas 
trees growing on farms sucking up carbon from the atmosphere. 
Talk about a green sanctuary, who knew that buying a live tree 
was environmentally friendly? 
 
Feasting has long been a tradition in the twelve days of the 
holidays.  In the United States, the most common dinner is the 
roast turkey and the trimmings.  When I was growing up our 
family would have a turkey dinner and invite friends.  We have 
many home movies of the turkey sitting on the table with the only 
movement being the steam rising from the turkey.  The turkey 
originally came from Mexico and was brought back to the old 
world by Spanish explorers.  The bird was introduced to central 
Europe by Turkish traders and so became known as the turkey-
cock or turkey.  The turkey arrived in England after 1510.  From 
the sixteenth century, turkeys were reared in Norfolk.  For many 
years the coming of Autumn saw an annual migration of turkeys 
from East Anglia to London as drovers walked them to market. 
Thousands of birds would be herded that way. The turkeys 
averaged only one mile a day, but this would have soon made 
them lame if the farmers did not tar their feet or in some cases 
provide them with little leather boots.  The growth of industrialized 
farming has helped make turkey many people’s first choice for 
Christmas dinner.  It is cheap to produce, and the bird offers a 



large amount of meat for the money. 
 
Above all these things, the Christmas Tradition that I value the 
most is the spirit of good will and giving that prevails.  The 
tradition holds that angels proclaimed a message of peace on 
earth and good will towards all.  This spirit seems to prevail at this 
time of year.  I continue to run across stories of truces during wars 
and people reaching out to care for others.  I am greeted by 
Salvation Army bell ringers.  Charities like Toys for Tots, Giving 
Trees and the Home Fund depend on the generosity of people at 
this time of year.  My most vivid Christmas memory comes from 
when I lived in Mexico.  Our church organized a food basket 
donation for poor living in our community.  In Mexico, the poverty 
was obvious.  I can remember the look of joy and gratitude of an 
old man who lived in a cardboard box when we brought a basket 
of food to him.  That is the Christmas spirit. 
 
A favorite story of mine is “How the Grinch Stole Christmas” by 
Dr. Suess.  If you remember the story, the Grinch hated 
Christmas!  The whole Christmas season. Now please, don’t ask 
why.  No one quite knows the reason.  So, he got the idea to steal 
Christmas.  He dressed up like Santa Claus and slid down 
chimneys to steal stockings, decorations, ribbons, wrappings, 
tinsel, presents, the food for the feast, the trees and even the logs 
from the fireplace.  He figured that when they awoke all the Whos 
in Whooville would cry boo hoo.  Instead, every Who in Whooville, 
the tall and the small, was singing. Without any presents at all, he 
still hadn’t stopped Christmas! It came!  Somehow or another, it 
came just the same!  It puzzled the Grinch who thought about it 
for three hours and then it hit him.  Maybe Christmas doesn’t 
come from a store.  Maybe Christmas perhaps, means a little bit 
more!  With that thought, his heart grew three sizes and he 
brought back the toys and the food for the feast and himself.  The 
Grinch carved the roast beef. 
 



So that is the spirit of Christmas, love and love is universal.  This 
season is a time of miracles, the miracles of love, generosity, 
devotion, goodness and the wonder of life.  To quote Leo 
Buscaglia, “In an age dominated by science with emphasis upon 
the actual and literal, we tend to scoff at dreams and miracles.  
Christmas encourages and reinforces these parts of our nature.  It 
brings out the spirituality we sense within, conjures up images we 
know from memories too deeply a part of our universal 
consciousness to ever fade.  may your Christmas be full of love 
and bring you ever new and wondrous memories to use as 
sustenance for the years to come”.     
 
 
 
 
 


