January 2, 2011

Mark 1: 1-5 

John 1: 1-5

[Background: Of the four gospels in the New Testament, the first to be written, Mark, and the last, John, make no mention of the birth of Jesus.]

   A rumor is defined as “general talk not based on definite knowledge,” or, “an unconfirmed report.” Perhaps like me, you’ve been hearing rumors, rumors that are kind of scary. Of course at any given moment, in any given social context—church included—there are many different rumors buzzing about like gnats on a summer afternoon; so, let me be more specific: the rumor I have in mind is the one being circulated that there is, of all things, a war on Christmas. A war! 

   A United States senator refused to participate in a parade that has been re-named a Holiday Parade, instead of Christmas parade. Public school festivities in the month of December are now called “Holiday Concerts,” or “Winter Parties.” Wal-Mart greeters and Bank tellers must say “Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas.” Nativity scenes are not permissible in front of town halls. 

   Even more locally, an irate and anonymous person phoned our church in early December ranting about Yellow Frame’s “Holiday Home Tour,” asking, no, demanding, to know what “Holiday” we had in mind, that if it was Christmas why didn’t we say that, and, if not Christmas, what holiday? 

   There are wars and rumors of war. Some people are very edgy. Some people are quite hostile. Some people feel attacked and have hunkered down in defensive postures. Is this all based on mere rumor, or are we in fact in a war? 

   It seems to me that those most convinced of the fact of such a war are those who are equally convinced that the United States of America always was and always should be a Christian nation. As such, public events should be “Christian.” As such, Christmas is a Christian holiday deserving legal protection, and more than mere protection: government and public support and encouragement are called for.

  Now, I’ve lived in the northeast for as many years as I lived in the south, but I was born in the south, and that, I think, entitles me to a certain amount of southern mockery. Such a preface leads me to this: the first U.S. state to make Christmas a legal holiday was the state of Alabama, doing so in 1836, sixty years after the Declaration of Independence, over 200 nears after Jamestown and Plymouth Rock, sixty years after the Declaration of Independence. Alabama led the way in making Christmas a legal holiday in the United States. Now, granted, those of us born in South Carolina don’t have too many bragging rights, but even those born in South Carolina are skeptical of anything that the state of Alabama leads the way in. So, the very fact Alabama led the way in making Christmas a legal holiday automatically makes such legalization suspect in my mind.

   Of the states then existing, Oklahoma was the last to legalize the holiday of Christmas, not doing so until 1912. It was around that time that the first public, Christmas tree lighting events were held, in only three cities, Hartford, Boston, and New York; and then, later, it was President Coolridge, in 1923, who initiated the National Christmas tree lighting ceremony. My grandmother was 22 years old at the time, meaning she grew up without such a tradition, and she was a teenager before several states had agreed to make Christmas a legal holiday. My grandmother, not my great, great grandmother: meaning these “traditions” are not all that old.

   Based on the “war against Christmas” rhetoric we are hearing, you might think the legalization of Christmas between Alabama in1836 and Oklahoma in 1912 was a result of Christian activism, the church of Jesus Christ advocating for it. It wasn’t. There was some of that, but it was mainly the result of the secularization of Christmas, of the mass-marketing of the re-vamped story of Santa, a story re-vamped with the lyrical help of Clement Moore’s poem, “The Night Before Christmas” from the 1820’s, and Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol” from the 1840’s, followed by Washington Irving and Thomas Nast, the latter of Morristown, NJ who in the 1860’s turned Santa’s brown coat into a red coat.

   There were many factors influencing the secularization of Christmas beyond these literary and artistic works, but of all the others, I will mention only one more: the gradual move from an economy primarily based on production and cash to an economy largely based on consumption and credit. The merging of these and other factors focused Christmas on secular themes of gift giving, card sending (a practice begun in England in the late 1840’s), and the “what’s-in-it-for-me” mentality in general. In other words, it was good economics to legalize Christmas, to make it a consumer-driven success for an increasingly consumer-driven economy. The more this became true, the longer the “Christmas” season became, which led to FDR lengthening the Christmas season in the 1930’s by one week, when he pushed Thanksgiving back one week, and proclaimed the day after Thanksgiving the beginning of the Christmas season. 

    This lengthening of the Christmas season, just like the century-long process towards the legalization of Christmas, was not motivated by a need for more time to worship Jesus, the eternal Word made flesh; rather, it was motivated by an increasingly consumer-driven economy that needed consumers to consume more. This national economic need would eventually lead to the universal expansion of credit, to mass marketing of credit cards, and to the eventual laxity of credit standards that led to our most recent Great Recession. “Peace on earth, good will to men,” pass the egg nog, and hand me another gift.

   This mixing together of pagan/secular traditions with the birth of Jesus tradition goes back to the original dating of Christmas and its first legalization under the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century. That date, December 25, was a compromise baptized in political correctness, a joining together of Roman pagan celebrations for the winter solstice, the day after being when the S-U-N begins to “rise” or the days begin to lengthen again, and the birth of the S-O-N of God. This fourth century mixing together of secular and sacred was as good for the Roman economy as the re-vamped Santa story and the legalization of Christmas has been to the American economy. It’s the same thing. It may be that not knowing history we are doomed to repeat it, but it is also true that history repeats itself whether we know it or not. As Solomon so dejectedly and wisely put it, “There is nothing new under the sun.”

   It was the group of Christians known as Puritans, some of our earliest founding fathers and mothers who, in the 1600’s, outlawed Christmas just because of this mixing of the sacred and secular. Those Christian purists did not want to legalize Christmas; rather they wanted to exterminate it. There were no Puritans in Alabama in 1836.

   So, if all of this mixing of the sacred and secular is nothing new, and if those who are currently upset over a supposed war on Christmas are not neo-Puritans advocating the abolition of Christmas altogether, what really is it that is upsetting them? What’s upsetting them, I think, is that Christianity is no longer the primary religion that gets to shape the compromises with the secular powers. Christianity’s position as the power broker of compromises with the secular is increasingly being diminished, a diminishing that began with what sociologists call the Protestant Dis-establishment in the early 1900’s, a reality following the huge waves of immigration of Jews, Roman Catholics, and non-religious people, and extending to today’s less immigration based religious and cultural pluralism. Why is this the case? Simple math. Christianity is declining and other religions, and equally, if not more true, non-religious ways of viewing and living in the world are increasing. 

   Is this bad news that should strike fear in us? On the contrary, this is neither bad news, nor does it in any way constitute a war on the true meaning of Christmas. I have two reasons why this is good news, particularly for American Christians. 

   First, the reality is, whether in 19th and 20th century America or 4th century Rome, Christianity as a power-broker making compromises with, being close bed-fellows to, the secular government has not done many salutary things for “the faith once handed down to the Apostles,” a faith that was from the beginning rather unconvinced about the importance of the date, time, place, and circumstances of Jesus’ birth. I mean, even if we were able to display crèches on the lawn of the town hall in the 1950’s, such small crèches were overshadowed by the jolly old man riding around town for free in the bright red fire truck. 

    Second, to live under the American constitution is a great blessing for Christians, even more so as Christianity declines. It has taken America more than two hundred years to get near to the place of our Founding Mothers and Fathers essential vision of a country where religion is a private, not a public/government matter. Part of the reason it has taken so long is the ambivalence within the founders’ visions, at once wanting religion to be a private matter in order to avoid the Government sponsored religious wars of Europe they and their forebears abhorred; yet, at the same time inevitably bringing with them their own private religious views into the public square of this new, non-religiously based government, religious views that were, because of their European descent, more often than not Christian in orientation, if not in essence (for a brief, accurate understanding of what people like Jefferson and Washington believed, see, Holmes, Faiths of Our Fathers, 2006, Oxford University Press). However, as a nation, we are nearer today to the original Constitutional vision to form a country wherein religion (including Christmas) is not a matter for war, a vision and desire birthed in the gross tragedies of the religious wars from which our founding mothers and fathers fled. As we get nearer the fulfillment of this original constitutional vision, we have an opportunity to be truly Christian without either compromises with the secular or fear of persecution from it. What a great blessing this is, something that Christians in many countries do not enjoy. 

   So, the truth, beyond the rumors of war is that we never needed crèches on the lawn of the town hall to be truly Christian: that’s what churches are for. The truth is we never needed public schools to teach our children Christianity: that’s what parents and grandparents are for. The truth is we never needed a Christmas parade with Santa Claus as the climatic finish in order to be truly Christian: we simply need Churches willing to celebrate God-incarnate without compromise. The truth is Christianity has always been more truly Christian when not aligned with government, whether Roman, or English, or Italian, or French, or American. The truth is Christianity will not rise or fall on whether or not Wal-mart greeters greet us with a Merry Christmas or a Happy Holidays. Christianity has, and will, rise and fall, only as we see ourselves as a people called to live in the world, but not of it, and called to love one another as Christ loved us. (John 13-17) Let us direct our energies to love, rather than fear and defensiveness.  Merry Christmas!

