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This month our congregation will do something that Baptist churches for most of their history did not do: we will celebrate Christmas.

Eaton Hopewell Academy in Rhode Island, founded in 1756, was the first Baptist educational institution in America and the forerunner of Brown University. Christmas break was not on the school calendar. Quite the opposite, in fact.

Samuel Jones, a student at the academy, maintained a diary. On December 25, 1757 he wrote: “Christmas Day! But our school goes on as usual. The only difference was that we had two big turkeys for dinner. Mr. E(aton) told us that he did not observe Christmas as he was certain that our Savior was not born on the twenty-fifth or any other day in December.”

With very few exceptions, Baptist churches, too, treated Christmas as any other day of the year. Even when Christmas fell on Sunday in a given year, recognition of the holiday rarely occurred. For Baptists and most Protestants alike, the pagan origins of Christmas were simply too off-putting. 

Historically, various ancient cultures celebrated the shortest days of winter with festivals often associated with pagan mythology and accompanied by drinking, merriment and other frivolous activity. Amid the annual revelry, the Roman Catholic Church in the fourth century decided that Jesus' birth should be formally celebrated. As the Bible provided no indication of Jesus' birth date, Pope Julius I chose December 25 in an effort to Christianize pagan winter celebrations. Soon, a tradition of fasting on the days prior to Christmas (eventually known as Advent) developed to counter the debauchery often associated with the season. 

The Church's efforts yielded mixed results. December remained a month of revelry more than righteousness. 

Meanwhile, some Christians came to revere Nicholas, a fourth century bishop from Eastern Christendom legendary for his generosity, especially to children. Eventually in some countries a day of gift giving and generosity was established in honor of Nicholas. December 6 in Western Christendom and December 19 in Eastern Christendom became St. Nicholas Day. Still later, some European immigrants brought to the New World their reverence for the ancient, gift-giving bishop. 

The celebratory nature of pagan festivals, Roman Catholic calendar of Christmas, and remembrance of Nicholas' generosity to children eventually converged. In the early 1800s more Americans gradually celebrated Christmas day with lively recreation, special foods, and gifts to children. Roman Catholics and some Protestants reflected on the birth of Christ. 

During the difficult days of the American Civil War, illustrator Thomas Nast sketched dozens of Christmas drawings for Harper’s Weekly, including depictions of a jolly, gift-giving Santa Claus (a name of Dutch origins with roots in St. Nicholas) that soon became ingrained in popular imagination. 

In 1870 “the twenty-fifth day of December, commonly called Christmas Day,” was set aside by President Ulysses S. Grant “as a day of public fast or thanksgiving.” No religious significance was attached to the holiday.
The establishment of Christmas as a federal, secular holiday ironically paved the way for many Protestants to recognize Christmas as a Christian holiday. In the 1880s a number of Baptist churches across America began observing the holiday with Christmas sermons and hymns. Some Baptist woman’s groups, capitalizing on the giving theme of the holiday, began collecting Christmas offerings for foreign missions. 

A new congregational tradition had begun. Over one hundred years later, many Baptist churches also gradually embraced Advent in the weeks leading up to Christmas. 

By the late twentieth century the spiritual celebration of Christmas had become so well established in Protestant churches that many, Baptists included, began taking offense to a growing detachment of religion from Christmas in much of society and culture. Forgetful that their own faith traditions had historically refused to recognize Christmas as a holy day, many critics each December ironically complain that “Christ has been taken out of Christmas.” 

Most Christians in America today choose (at least in part) to celebrate Christmas in a religious sense, with many also observing Advent. We as a congregation choose to celebrate the Christmas season as a remembrance of Christ's coming into the world. We have Christmas parties, sing Christmas hymns, observe a season of Advent, and reflect on the birth of Christ. We celebrate together in unity and search our hearts in our own quiet moments. Christ has come. He is with us. Peace and hope mark his presence in our lives. We rejoice that Christ is transforming us and the world.

Yet we know the reconciliation of humanity and the world to God is far from complete. Too many persons have no hope, too little peace characterizes our world. We acknowledge the need for further transformation in our lives, the lives of others, and the whole of our planet. The journey continues. 

And so this Christmas season we embrace Christ as ever arriving within and around us. We receive his love, and in turn we love neighbors and strangers because we have been redeemed by love.
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