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Christmas Day, December 25th is one of the latest of the commemorative feasts of the Church. It only began to be observed towards the end of the fourth century. Saint John Chrysostom has left us a homily preached in Antioch in which we learn about how the date was fixed. He says:





It is not yet ten years old… since this day became manifest and know to us, this day is everywhere a matter for discussion; for some accuse it of being a new feast and new-fangled, and of having been introduced but now; while others contend that it is old and original, because the prophets long ago foretold about his birth; and they argue that long ago it was revealed and held in repute by the inhabitants of regions extending from Gades to Thrace.





We know, therefore, that Christmas or the feast of the birth of Christ according to the flesh was observed in Antioch, the oldest Christian center outside Jerusalem, not earlier that AD 376. Also, Chrysostom implies that it was celebrated in the western half of the world bordering the Mediterranean before the feast known as Christmas gained a foothold in the East.





The Armenian writer Paul of Taron (11th c.) records that it was first observed in Constantinople by AD 373. Also, Egyptian Church history tells us that it was rejected there because it was a unique solitary feast of both the Lord’s baptism and nativity. Similarly, in Armenia to this day the two feasts of the baptism and the fleshly birth of God are kept together on the day of Theophany also know as Epiphany on January 6th.





In Rome, the date at which the festival of December 25th was instituted is difficult to ascertain. There is a tradition in the Roman Church about St. Ambrose of Milan (3rd c.) who, in a correspondence with his sister Marcella, reminds her of the day when she entered the convent as a nun saying, “…on what day could you have better taken your vow.”





The western observance according to Roman sources record that the feast of Christmas coincided in date with an earlier pagan festival. In lands under Roman rule, where the Church had primary authority, by the end of the fourth century the ‘new’ Christmas coincided with the aforementioned pagan feast of Saturnalia held on December 17-24th, when slaves were considered as equal to their masters and ended on December 25th called Brumalia, the feast of the shortest day of the year and the new sun, the last of the old.





Christian writers of the fifth century make it clear by their protests against the pagan merriment associated with the last week of the old year, i.e. December 25-31st. And, the feast of the fleshly birth of God had been put on December 25th in order to hallow, in the Christian way, a day when the Sun of Righteousness Jesus Christ replaced the day of the ‘new sun’ Brumalia. The bishops in Rome, always more ready than others to assimilate pagan practices and popular beliefs, may have deemed it either good policy or even necessary to take over one which they could not hope to eliminate.





Christians in the East, including the Armenians, rejected this new innovation, and accused their co-religionists of idolatry and sun worship, even though it was a well-known tradition to position oneself in prayer toward the rising of the sun in the east. Persian Christians in or around AD 275 dared to identify Jesus Christ with the sun in heaven. 





Because St. John Chrysostom and Cassian speak of the new feast as that of the birth of God-Man after or according to the flesh, there often arose questions about an older feast dedicated purely to the birth of Jesus according to the spirit. This was none other than the feast of His Baptism, known to us today as the feast of Epiphany.





The Church in Jerusalem was too conservative to adopt a new date, and through some writings that date from 549 AD, the older date was still preserved as January 6th and celebrated on the banks of the Jordan River, where St. John baptized Jesus. The original significance of the feast as presented by other eastern fathers of the Church call it the day of Holy Theophany, the day when God’s Light shined forth. The reason that the fourth century tradition of celebrating our Lord’s Baptism as the shining forth of God was never lost in the east was that by His spiritual birth as God at the time of His baptism, His true Divinity was revealed. God was born and revealed to men on that day, not only in spirit but also in the flesh of the Divine Logos, Jesus the Christ.





In remote Armenia, the Epiphany was always kept as the double birthday. The Catholicos John Mandakuni, as late as the eighth century, bears witness in AD 720 to this very fact and that Armenian Christians never separated the feasts as one according to the flesh and the other as according to the spirit. As in the nature of Christ our God, being one united from two, so too was the day of the Revelation of God--one in essence of the flesh and of the spirit. Thus the renovation of Christmas and Epiphany as two distinct celebrations in the Church was never accomplished in Armenia.





Anania of Shirak, who lived in the seventh century and about the same time the changes regarding the celebration of Christmas were taking place throughout the then known Christian world, leaves a beautiful discourse about the Armenian tradition and practice. It is known as The Counter upon the Epiphany of our Lord and Savior. The following excerpt is of notable interest:





Here let us take a firm stand, and one not to be overthrown. And heaven forbid we should divide it into two. But on one day let us keep the birth and the baptism, and maintaining intact the appointments of both, let us follow the holy apostles and blessed Fathers of Nicaea and our own teachers. For it is not true that [the new Christmas] did not reach them, and that therefore they did not receive it; but a long time ago [this feast] came to our land, and was accepted as by men who were ignorant of the truth. And it lasted many, many years, until the blessed John Catholicos, who by family was a Mandakuni. And then he made a search for the truth, and after inquiry and getting at the truth, he commanded it [December 25th] to be abandoned. 





And, after him we too will follow and give this answer to the Greeks, that we are pupils of the Holy Fathers of Nicaea; and what we learned we keep firmly and will not twist it awry. As for you, if you do not walk in the paths of your own Fathers, it appears to me that the temper of the Jews has taken possession of you, as they taught the Samaritans. And the Samaritans kept what they learned. And, you resemble them…





And if it pleases you, I will utter Job’s words: If I should go wrong, make me intelligent. But if they scorn the words of truth, at least let us not turn perversely from the path of the Fathers.





