
How Christian Is Our Christmas? #3

“A Green Christmas?”

selected Scriptures
One of my favorite components of celebrating Christmas is the music of the season. I have a rather large collection of Christmas albums, ranging from secular to Christian artists, from classics to contemporary, from crooners to country to rock to jazz. 

Many years ago I bought a vinyl record (actually two) called The Time-Life Treasury of Christmas, featuring many of the classic Christmas songs from years gone by. The first song on the album is Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas,” the Irving Berlin tune made famous in the film Holiday Inn. Many have recorded that song since, but no one has ever topped that classic rendition. Later on the album is “Blue Christmas” sung by Glen Campbell, though many remember the rendition by Elvis Presley even more. 

As popular as these songs are, though, most people don’t associate white or blue with Christmas; the colors red and green seem to be the most common. This color scheme for the holidays dates back centuries, though when and where it began is debatable. In recent times we associate red with Santa Claus and green with the Christmas tree and other greenery used to decorate.

Yet, as we have seen, every year around this time, serious concerns are voiced regarding the validity of celebrating Christmas. Some claim that the Bible denounces Christmas trees as idolatrous, and still others suggest that Santa Claus is a dangerous fairy tale.
 So we have been asking the question, “How Christian is our Christmas?” over the past few weeks. We have examined why we celebrate Christ’s birth on December 25 and where the story of Santa Claus really originated. This week I want to consider why green is such a prominent color for Christmas time, where these traditions come from, and how we can utilize them in sharing the true meaning of Christmas.

The Colorful Décor

I begin with the colorful décor of the season. I, for one, like a variety of colors (yes, I prefer colored lights to all white on a Christmas tree), but I think we would all agree that the background color for Christmas would be green. In addition to the green Christmas tree (sorry, Lucy, pink is not a color of a Christmas tree!) we see green in the wreaths, garland, and holly that often decorate our homes and churches. Using such elements as décor dates back centuries.

The Cultural Details

This brings us to the cultural details—where did these decorating ideas originate? History records that the Romans decked their homes with evergreen branches during the New Year, and ancient inhabitants of northern Europe cut evergreen trees—ancient symbols of life in the midst of winter—and planted them in boxes inside.

These elements seem to have been tied to the celebration of Saturnalia, in honor of Saturn, the god of agriculture. The Romans knew that the solstice meant that soon, farms and orchards would be green and fruitful. To mark the occasion, they decorated their homes and temples with evergreen boughs.
 Roman soldiers conquering the British Isles found Druids who worshiped mistletoe and Saxons who used holly and ivy in religious ceremonies.
 The fierce Vikings in Scandinavia thought that evergreens were the special plant of the sun god, Balder.
 And so we see that there were pagan origins to the use of these green elements we see today.
But by the early Middle Ages, a legend had begun to circulate that when Christ was born in the dead of winter every tree throughout the world miraculously shook off its ice and snow and produced new shoots of green. At the same time, Christian missionaries preaching to Germanic and Slavic peoples were taking a more lenient approach to cultural practices. These missionaries believed that the Incarnation proclaimed Christ’s lordship over those natural symbols that had previously been used for the worship of pagan gods. Not only individual human beings, but cultures, symbols, and traditions could be converted. Of course, this did not mean that the worship of pagan gods themselves was tolerated. According to one legend, the 8th-century missionary Boniface, after cutting down an oak tree sacred to the pagan god Thor (and used for human sacrifice), pointed to a nearby fir tree as a symbol of the love and mercy of God.

Not until the Renaissance are there clear records of trees being used as a symbol of Christmas—beginning in Latvia in 1510 and Strasbourg in 1521. These may have come out of medieval mystery plays. These dramas began as part of the church’s liturgy, but by the late Middle Ages, they were rowdy performances dominated by unbelievers and taking place in the open air. Mystery plays celebrating the Nativity were linked to the story of creation—in part because Christmas Eve was also considered the feast day of Adam and Eve. As part of the mystery play for that day, the Garden of Eden was symbolized by a “paradise tree” hung with fruit.

Because they had degenerated away from their original intent, mystery plays were banned in many places in the 16th century. Some suggest that people began setting up “paradise trees” in their homes to compensate for the public celebration they could no longer enjoy. The earliest Christmas trees used in homes were referred to as “paradises.” They were often hung with round pastry wafers symbolizing the Eucharist, which developed into the cookie ornaments decorating German Christmas trees today. Our first detailed description of such a tree dates from 1605.

Interestingly, the first person to have a lighted Christmas tree may have been Martin Luther, father of the Reformation. Walking home one winter evening, he was awed by the brilliance of stars twinkling amidst evergreens. To recapture the scene for his family, he erected a tree in the main room and wired its branches with lighted candles.
 Luther cited Isaiah 60:13 as biblical authority for the practice: “The glory of Lebanon will come to you, the pine, the fir, and the cypress together, to adorn the place of my sanctuary; and I will glorify the place of my feet.”
 Ever since then, pine trees and fir trees have been the most popular choices for Christmas trees.

What about some of the other decorations used during the Christmas season? A wreath is a common feature on the front door of many homes around Christmas time. It is a piece of nature which adds an added touch of Christmas cheer, but the meaning of this decoration runs much deeper. The wreath is a powerful and ancient symbol of the unending cycle of life as well as victory and honor. Evergreen branches were crafted into wreaths by Druids, Celts, and Romans during their winter solstice celebrations. By 1444, wreaths had become Christmas decorations found all over London and in the 16th century, Germans had explained the circular-shaped evergreen branches as symbolic of God’s love, with no beginning or end.

Several groups of ancient people believed including beautiful green foliage in your home during wintertime would ensure the re-growth of vegetation outside in the spring. Holly was preferred by some for its shiny leaves and its ability to bear fruit in winter—aspects which made it seem almost magical. Holly syrup was used to cure coughs and holly leaves were hung over beds to encourage good dreams. Romans gifted the plant in their Saturnalia festivities. The early Christian church also used holly as a symbol of Christ’s crucifixion. One legend claims Christ’s crown of thorns was made out of holly. The story says holly berries were originally white, but were stained red by Christ’s blood. The sharply pointed holly leaves became seen as symbols of the thorny crown and the red berries drops of Christ’s blood.

Druids and Romans both held mistletoe in high regard. These groups believed that the plant had healing powers and could ward off evil. Mistletoe was seen as a connection between earth and the heavens because it grew without roots. It was also a symbol of peace–stories tell of soldiers holding a temporary truce if they met their enemies under mistletoe. Ancient Britons thought that hanging mistletoe at their door would keep evil from it. Anyone who was able to cross the threshold safely received a welcome kiss, thus starting the Christmas tradition of kissing under the mistletoe.

People in many European countries light a Yule log at Christmas time. The Christmas celebration is sometimes even called Yule, from the Scandinavian word Juul, the name of a winter solstice feast.
After thirty-five of dark days in the Scandinavian winter, scouts would head to mountain tops and await the return of the sun. Upon the first light, the scouts would hurry back to their villages and share the good news. A Yuletide festival commenced with the glad tidings and a special feast was held around a Yule log fire. Celebrations continued until the log turned to ash. The Yule log also served to honor the god Thor because ancient Scandinavians believed their homes were safe from Thor’s lightning bolts as long as the burnt Yule was present in their homes.

Celts, Teutons and Druids also burned massive logs in winter solstice ceremonies to celebrate the sun. As Christianity gained power in Europe, the Yule log stayed popular in England and Scandinavia. Church authorities permitted the ritual when they changed its meaning—the light of the Yule fire became associated with the light that came from Heaven when Christ was born. Following this change, a Yule log would be lit on Christmas Eve and burned throughout the twelve days of Christmas.

As we have seen throughout this series, many of the elements of our Christmas celebrations do have secular and even, at times, pagan origins. As Christianity spread through these ancient lands, the significance of these elements was reshaped to reflect the truth of the Gospel. But is this legitimate? Can we use these in good conscience to honor the birth of Jesus?

The Contemporary Declaration

This brings us to the contemporary declaration. What do we say about these Christmas decorations that have pagan origins?

Some Christians are quick to denounce the use of any such practices. This dates back a long way in church history. The second-century theologian Tertullian condemned those Christians who celebrated the winter festivals or decorated their houses with laurel boughs in honor of the Roman emperor, saying, “Let them over whom the fires of hell are imminent affix to their posts laurels doomed presently to burn: to them the testimonies of darkness and the omens of their penalties are suitable. You are a light of the world, and a tree ever green. If you have renounced temples, make not your own gate a temple.”

It is still commonplace to hear Christians condemn trees adorned with ornaments as idolatrous. The following passage from Jeremiah is often cited as support for the condemnation:

This is what the Lord says: “Do not learn the ways of the nations or be terrified by signs in the sky, though the nations are terrified by them. For the customs of the peoples are worthless; they cut a tree out of the forest, and a craftsman shapes it with his chisel. They adorn it with silver and gold; they fasten it with hammer and nails so that it will not totter” (Jeremiah 10:2-4, emphasis added).
While this passage may sound to modern ears like an uncanny description of Christmas trees from the sixth century BC, the historical and biblical context precludes such a reading of the text. The very next verse precludes the pretext: “Like a scarecrow in a melon patch, their idols cannot speak; they must be carried because they cannot walk” (Jeremiah 10:5, emphasis added). Jeremiah’s description of a tree cut out of the forest and adorned with silver and gold and fastened with a hammer and nails so that it would not totter is, therefore, a reference to wooden idols, not Christmas trees.

I do not believe that we as Christians must denounce Christmas trees or other decorations because of their origins. Instead, I believe we should use these popular items to communicate the true reason for the season to an unbelieving world.

For example, Dietrich Bonhoeffer once declared in a Christmas sermon, “On that Christmas Day, God himself decorated the Christmas tree! The decorations were the stars of the eternal Father in heaven.”

J. Vernon McGee published one of his sermons into a booklet entitled The Cross Is God’s Christmas Tree.
 In it he writes, 

God has His Christmas tree. It is not as pretty as the department store tree, I grant you. It is not filled with baubles of color and tinsel, nor is it bright with trinkets and lights. But God does have a Christmas tree—it is the cross of Christ! In fact, the proper name for the cross is tree. In one of the first great sermons ever given in the church we find, “The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom ye slew and hanged on a tree” (Acts 5:30). And Peter in his first Epistle writes: Who his own self bore our sins in his own body on the tree, that we, being dead to sins, should live unto righteousness; by whose stripes ye were healed [1 Pet. 2:24].

The text for his sermon was Romans 5:1-5,

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. 

McGee continues,

Let us look underneath God’s Christmas tree and discover some of the many gifts of His grace that are there for you today. You may not recognize these gifts at first because they are of a spiritual nature, and you are used to those things which come gift wrapped. Yet, they are of infinite beauty, for they come out of the heavenlies. They have not been bought at an expansion sale or a pre-Christmas sale, they have been purchased with the precious blood of Christ.

He then lists the “gifts” on God’s “Christmas tree” from this passage: peace, access, hope, patience, love, salvation, joy, and the Holy Spirit. He concludes,

These gifts come to us by faith. And that is the only way in the world in which you will receive any gift at this season of the year. When a package comes through the mail, or someone brings a gift to you, it is by faith that your hand accepts the gift. You have confidence in the giver, and because you believe he wants you to have it, by faith you stretch forth your hand and accept it…. The cross of Christ, you see, is God’s Christmas tree.

I see nothing wrong with using some sanctified imagination like this to relate the truth of Scripture using common cultural items. Jesus did it all the time in His parables. 

What’s wrong with suggesting that the evergreen Christmas tree stands for eternal life? Or the lights on the tree symbolize Jesus, the Light of the World? Or the circular shape of a wreath shows the unending nature of God’s love? (We say the same thing about rings in a wedding ceremony!) Why not use holly to teach about the suffering and blood of Jesus, or mistletoe to represent the peace we have because Christ came? 

I do not suggest that we deny the historic origins of these things. If someone tries to criticize you for using pagan elements in celebrating Christmas or for “culturally appropriating” these things, don’t argue with them. Acknowledge the pagan origins, and then explain that the coming of Christ sanctifies the significance of these objects, just as His sacrifice redeems the souls of mankind. In Christ, “old things are passed away; all things become new,” according to 2 Corinthians 5:17. In Revelation 21:5 God says, “Behold, I make all things new.”
It is my prayer that this Christmas season we will be reminded to use the symbolism of the Christmas tree and the other elements of our “green Christmas” as opportunities to explain that the reason for the season is the Savior, Christ the Lord.
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