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Church History Corner
Christmas past and present in the church

The Advent-Christmas season is almost upon us, that
joyful time of year when we celebrate the birth of our
Lord Jesus Christ.

Have you ever wondered how Christmas came to be part
of the annual Christian calendar? Here’s the fascinating
story, which we begin with a surprising observation.
Neither Jesus nor the apostles commanded or even
suggested that the church should have a Christmas
festival —and no evidence of such a celebration is in the
New Testament.

In the church of the second century, we see evidence of an
annual celebration of Jesus’ resurrection in the spring (our
Easter), but no celebration of his birth. (It's possible that
the roots of the resurrection celebration go back to the
apostolic church.)

The church also added Pentecost and Epiphany to its
yearly worship calendar in the second century. Epiphany,
on Jan. 6, celebrated not the birth of Christ, but the
manifestation of his divine sonship, his kingship and his
divine power as displayed in his baptism, the visit of the
Magi, and his miracle at the wedding feast in Cana.
Pentecost commemorated the coming of the Holy Spirit.

Epiphany was the church’s earliest annual celebration in
connection with the Incarnation of Jesus. However, it was
not until the fourth century that we have clear evidence of
the birth of Jesus being celebrated on Dec. 25.

Why Dec. 25?

One theory for the origin of Christmas is that it was
intended to compete with or supplant the pagan
celebration of the sun-god on that date. According to this
hypothesis, accepted by most scholars today, the birth of
Jesus was given near the date of the winter solstice. On
this day, as the sun began its return to the northern skies,
the pagan devotees of Mithra celebrated the birthday of
the invincible sun. The cult was particularly strong at
Rome when Christmas celebration arose.
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The idea is that the church tried to counteract this pagan
worship with its own celebration of Jesus’ birth. That
makes good sense, since the church was, in effect,
providing its members with a Christian worship and
fellowship opportunity while the pagans were cavorting
and doing homage to their gods. It was also an
opportunity for the church to preach the true gospel. If
this reasoning is correct, what Christians did, then, was to
redeem in Christ an understanding that he (not a pagan
sun god) was the true Son and Sun of Righteousness
(Malachi 4:2) — the true light that lights our path with his
grace (John 8:12).

Another idea as to why Christmas celebration began and
expanded throughout the church has to do with its need
to combat a then rampant heresy about Christ’s Person.
The council of Nicea in 325 had condemned Arianism,
which claimed that Jesus Christ was only an exalted
creature and not true God of true God.

It was not long afterward that the Christmas festival first
appeared in Rome, and then spread to the churches in
other parts of the Roman Empire. In this view, the
controversies of the fourth century about the incarnation
and person of Christ impelled the church to create a
festival that would celebrate the mystery of God
becoming man, as a kind of teaching tool for the church.

Birthday of Jesus?

Why wasn’t Jesus’ birthday celebrated earlier than the
fourth century? One reason might be that neither the day
nor month of Jesus’ birth is given in the Gospels or any
other early Christian writings —and cannot be determined
with any certainty. Despite this, it seems to have been the
opinion of some church leaders in the first four centuries
that Christ was actually born on Dec. 25.

Theologian John Chrysostom
(347-407) appealed, in
support of this view, to the
date of the registration under
Quirinus (Cyrenius). He
apparently believed that the
census and tax records of
Jesus’ family were preserved
in the Roman archives. Justin §
Martyr (100-165), in his noted
Apology, stated that Jesus was
born at Bethlehem, saying
such can be ascertained "from §




the registers of the taxing" (Apology I, 34).

Tertulian (160-250), spoke of "the census of Augustus—
that most faithful witness of the Lord’s nativity, kept in
the archives of Rome" (Against Marcion, Book 4, 7). The
early church father, Hippolytus (180-236), came up with a
Dec. 25 date, which he attempted to calculate from
information in the Gospel of Luke regarding the ministry
of the priest Zechariah, John the Baptist’s father (Luke 1:5,
8-10).

Whatever the facts might be about the date of Jesus’ birth,
it is clear that the church sensed the need to have a
festival that commemorated the birth of our Savior. In the
words of the church historian Philip Schaff, it was
inevitable that the church would have "sooner or later
called into existence a festival which forms the
groundwork of all other annual festivals in honor of
Christ" (History of the Christian Church, volume 3, "Nicene
and Post-Nicene Christianity," page 395). Schaff points to
Chrysostom’s observation that without the birth of Christ
there would be no salvation history in Christ—no
baptism, passion, resurrection, ascension or outpouring of
the Holy Spirit. Hence, there would be no celebration of
Epiphany, of Easter or of Pentecost."

However meaningful Christian worship was during the
Christmas season, we must also acknowledge that
Christmas was often celebrated with the same sensual
excesses as some pagan feasts had been among the
general populace. Truly, at times in the history of the
church, it was needful to put Christ back into Christmas.

Puritans in Britain and America

"Puritans" was the name given in the 16th century to a
group of Protestants that arose from within the Church of
England. As part of their broad-based reform agenda,
they demanded that the church should be purified of any
liturgy, ceremony or practices that were not found in the
Bible.

Since the Christmas celebration
was not mentioned in Scripture,
the Puritans concluded that it
must be stopped. When the
group came to political power
in England under Oliver
Cromwell (1599-1658), they
immediately proceeded to
outlaw Christmas. Cromwell
and the Puritans even banned
special church services, not just
on Christmas but also on Easter
and Pentecost. Christmas Day was a regular work day
and shops remained open. Parliament was to sit as it
usually did. Criers were sometimes sent through the
streets, shouting, "No Christmas today, no Christmas
today."
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The year 1642 saw the first ordinance issued forbidding
church services and civic festivities on Christmas day.
These were issued regularly in the ensuing years. On June
8, 1645, the Puritan-dominated Parliament abolished the
observance of Christmas, Easter, Whitsuntide and the
Saints” days. In 1660, things changed. The Monarchy was
re-established, and the Puritan clergy were expelled from
the Church of England. Many Puritans migrated to New
England in America, beginning in the second decade of
the 17th century.

In Puritan New England, Christmas was a regular
workday, and any violation of this was punishable by fine
or dismissal. In 1659, the Massachusetts Puritans declared
the observation of Christmas to be a criminal offense.
Offenders had to pay five shillings as a fine. In
Massachusetts, Dec. 25 did not become a legal holiday
until 1856. It is hard to realize now that worship on
Christmas was outlawed in New England until the second
half of the 19th century.

Twelve Days of Christmas and Advent

"The Twelve Days of Christmas" is more than a secular,
traditional Christmas song. At one time it was common
for Christmas worship and celebration to last 12 days,
from Dec. 25 until Jan. 5, the beginning of Epiphany. This
tradition has virtually disappeared.

Today, the season of Advent begins the yearly worship or
liturgical calendar. Advent is celebrated on the four
Sundays preceding Christmas. It is devoted to the
commemoration of the coming of our Lord in the flesh as
well as to his return at the final judgment. That's why
they are called Advent Sundays, since advent means the
coming or arrival, especially of something extremely
important. (What event could be more important than the
coming of the Son of God in human flesh —and then his
coming again as King of kings and Lord of lords!)

Lawrence Stookey, in his book Calendar: Christ’s Time for
the Church, explains it this way: "The primary focus of
Advent is on what is popularly called ‘the second
coming.” Thus advent concerns the future of the Risen
One, who will judge wickedness and prevail over every
evil. Advent is the celebration of the promise that Christ
will bring an end to all that is contrary to the ways of
God; the resurrection of Jesus is the first sign of this
destruction of the powers of death.... The beginning of
the liturgical year takes our thinking to the very end of
things" (pages 121-122).

Meaning of Christmas

For the church, the entire Christian year centers on the
person and work of Jesus Christ. Christians do not
"celebrate" or "keep" days as though holy in themselves,
but rather worship Christ and recall the great events of
our salvation, using those special times as opportunities
for worship.



The purpose of the annual worship year is to keep our
minds focused on the story of salvation and to worship
Jesus Christ in a way that ministers to his glory.
Specifically, Christmas, Advent and Epiphany were
meant as vehicles to celebrate Jesus Christ.

The yearly Christian festivals remind us of the leading
events of the gospel history, and beckon us to participate
in worship of Christ. In the words of Philip Schaff: "The
church year is, so to speak, a chronological confession of
faith; a moving panorama of the great events of salvation;
a dramatic exhibition of the gospel for the Christian
people" (History of the Christian Church, volume III, pages
387).

May you have a blessed and joyous Christmas!

Paul Kroll

Faithful Navigator’s Column
Turning to December, the Knights Christmas
party went well and we enjoyed hosting the
event this year. The exchange of ornaments
provided an opportunity for some hilarity over
people swiping a previously opened gift from
someone else. Such mischief! We did take time
for a short meeting to take care of the business
of substituting the Christmas party as a social
meeting, and the meeting for the month of
December.

Christ in Christmas is important to us, and the
KCIC cards are a great way for us to support
our own charities while making Christ the focus
of the holiday. Keep an eye out for the cards!

We are getting requests for the Fourth Degree
participation at the Christmas Masses, so please
volunteer for the events if you can. Loaner
regalia is available if you need it.

I am enclosing an article regarding the creation
of Christmas on our Christian calendar which |
found interesting, some of it refresher, and
some new to me. Anyway, hope you find it
interesting.

Merry Christmas to each Knight and your
families, and Happy New Year!

Vivat Jesus!
Skip Coffman

Commander’Swords

Lately, Color Corps’ participation is down.
Please join us and show your true colors as a
Patriotic Catholic Gentleman.

Upcoming events include:
1. Christmas Midnight Mass at St. Andrew
the Apostle Church, Clifton; muster at

11:30.

2. January 14 - Religious Freedom Day
Parade and Wreath Laying in
Fredericksburg. See  www.kofc-
vadistrict.org for details, or call me at
703-709-9318.

3. February 19 — Presidents’ Day Parade in

Alexandria. Woatch for details in an
upcoming newsletter.

Have a blessed Christmas.

Vivat Jesus!!!
Michael J. Diewald, PFN

CAPTAIN'S LOG
The only log this month is the Yule Log.
Watch for Joe’s January article.

Our Navigators:

1996-1996 Richard G. Head, Sr, PSD, CFN
1996-1997 Richard G. Head, Sr, PSD, CFN
1997-1998 Ronald J. Savage, PFN
1998-1999 Anthony J. Ascone, PFN
1999-2000 Michael J. Diewald, PFN
2000-2001 James L. Adams, PFN
2001-2002 Thomas A. Trudeau, PFN
2002-2003 Paul T. Hannan, PFN
2003-2004 Alvin E. Grimmig, Jr., PFN
2004-2005 Paul St. Laurent, PFN
2005-2006 Michael Sheil, PFN

2006- Richard (Skip) Coffman

Third Degree Liaisons
The Assembly maintains communication with its
assigned Councils via liaisons appointed by the Faithful
Navigator. Our liaisons are as follows:

Fr. Robert E. Nudd Jim Frazer, PGK

Fr. Julius J. Cilinski Joe Beres, PGK

St. Chung Hasang Bok Hwang, GK

St. Veronica Mike Diewald, PGK

St. Clare of Assisi Jason Seiler, PGK
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Office Name Spouse E-mail Phone
Friar The Rev. Christopher Buckner bucknercm@earthlink.net (703) 689-4409
Navigator Richard (Skip) Coffman J’Neane scoffman@moneymailer.com | (703) 631-9405
Captain Joseph Beres Gerri beresjg@verizon.net (703) 631-4174
Pilot Jason Seiler Galena jseiler@sejcorp.com (703) 304-6393
Admiral Michael J. Diewald, PFN Peggy Michael@thediewalds.net (703) 709-9318
Scribe James Frazer Linda jbfrazer@verizon.net (703) 802-6905
Purser Kevin Craddock Kathy kevin.craddock@dc.gov (703) 830-1752
Comptroller Tom Wiedemer Anne Marie | thomas.wiedemer@cgi.com (703) 818-2761
Inner Sentinel Joseph Choi josephdchoi54@yahoo.com (703) 821-0861
Outer Sentinel James Beers Kathleen jimbeers7@verizon.net (703) 830-7229
Trustee
Trustee Alvin E. Grimmig, Jr., PFN Debbie grizzwaldl @cox.net (703) 502-0830
Trustee Paul St. Laurent, PEN Stlaurentp@aol.com (703) 322-9199
Commander Michael J. Diewald, PFN Peggy Michael@thediewalds.net (703) 709-9318
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