A Brief History of the Holiday We Celebrate as Christmas

· As far back as 4000 years, inhabitants of Mesopotamia recognized the coming of a New Year by celebrating Marduk, their chief god.  Each year, as winter arrived, it was believed that Marduk would do battle with the monsters of chaos. To assist Marduk in his struggle, the Mesopotamians held a 12-day festival known as Zagmuk. Tradition called for the slaying of their king at the end of the year, which would allow him to return to and battle beside Marduk.  To spare their king, the Mesopotamians robed a criminal to serve as a “mock” king.  At the end of the celebration, the “mock” king was stripped of the royal clothes and slain—this sparing the life of the real king. 

· The Persians and the Babylonians celebrated a similar festival called the Sacaea, part of which included the inverting of the social order—the slaves would become the masters and the masters would become the slaves.

· In Scandinavia during the winter months, the sun would disappear for many days. After thirty-five sunless days, scouts would travel to the mountaintops to await the return of the sun. When the first light was seen, the scouts would return with the good news, and a great festival, called the Yuletide, would be held.  As a part of this festival, a special feast would be served around a fire burning with the Yule log.  It is held that in some areas, people would tie apples to branches of trees to remind themselves that spring and summer would return.
· The ancient Greeks held a festival similar to that of the Mesopotamians wherein they assisted their god Kronos who would battle the god Zeus and his Titans.
· The Romans celebrated their god Saturn with a festival called Saturnalia.  The celebration began mid-December and ended on January 1st and included masquerades in the streets, large and festive meals, visiting friends, and the exchange of good-luck gifts called strenae (lucky fruits).  The Romans decked their halls with garlands of laurel and decorated trees with lit candles. As the Persians did, Roman masters and slaves would exchange places.  
· While Telesphorus was Bishop of Rome (125-136 AD), he declared that church services accompanied by a solemn feast should be held during December to celebrate “The Nativity of our Lord and Savior.”

· In 274 AD, the Roman emperor Aurelian proclaimed December 25 as “Natalis Solis Invicti,” the festival of the birth of the invincible sun.  (The religion of Mithraism was one of Christianity’s largest rivals of the time, and it taught sun worship.) 
· Following suit, Pope Julius I, in 320 AD, specified December 25 as the official date of Jesus’ birth.  About five years later, Constantine the Great, the first Christian Roman emperor, decreed that the birth of Christ would be celebrated December 25.
· Many Christians, though, knowing the pagan roots of Christmas, shunned Christmas celebrations, finding the holiday potently offensive.  In 1644 in England, Parliament, under the leadership of Oliver Cromwell, passed an act forbidding the observance of Christmas.  Similarly, as the Puritans settled New England, Christmas was all but nonexistent, for nearly all colonists regarded Christmas as a holiday given over to “carnal and sensual delights.”  It was not until the mid to late 1800s that Christmas was popularly celebrated in the United States, much less in the rest of the world.
