[image: image12.jpg]



Christmas
(Christian, Roman Catholic and International)
December 25
This day celebrates Jesus Christ's birth over 2000 years ago. This is the most widely observed Christian festival of the year. In most communities it is a family day. 
The word Christmas comes from the words Cristes maesse, or "Christ's Mass." Most historians peg the first celebration of Christmas to Rome in 336 A.D.  No one really knows if this is the actual birth date of Jesus. What is known is that Christian leaders in 336 A.D. set the date to December 25 in an attempt to eclipse a popular pagan holiday in Rome (Saturnalia) that celebrated the Winter Solstice. Originally, the celebration of Christmas involved a simple mass, but over time Christmas has replaced a number of other holidays in many other countries, and a large number of traditions have been absorbed into the celebration in the process.
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The tradition of gifts seems to have started with the gifts that the wise men (the Magi) brought to Jesus. As recounted in the Bible's book of Matthew. Gift giving is also considered a merging of pagan and Christian tradition. There are many roots of this custom: St. Nicholas the anonymous benefactor, the Magi's gifts to Jesus (the first true Christmas gifts), the Roman exchange of gifts during Saturnalia. By the 12th century, gift-giving was common practice throughout Europe. By the 16thC the focus was on children (thanks to St. Nicholas), who would receive three kinds of gifts: a pleasing gift (such as chocolate), a practical gift (such as a writing implement), and a disciplinary gift (such as a birch rod for an occasional spanking). The day of gift giving varies greatly in different Christian cultures and times.
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The evergreen Christmas tree is a German tradition, started as early as 700 A.D. In the 1800s the tradition of a Christmas tree was widespread in Germany, then moved to England and then to America through Pennsylvanian German immigrants.
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The nativity scene; the star, the manger, the swaddling clothes, the shepherds, the angels, the heavenly host and the wise men all come from the books Matthew and Luke in the Bible.
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The wreath has significant meaning for the season. Its circular shape represents eternity, for it has no beginning and no end. From a Christian religious perspective, it represents an unending circle of life. The evergreen, most frequently used in making wreathes, symbolizes growth and everlasting life. Holly branches have thorns. When used in a wreath it represents the thorn on Jesus' crown when he was crucified. Bright red holly berries symbolize Jesus' blood.
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