
Thought for the Day -  Wed 9 December 
 
Humanists claim that Christmas is a fraud. 25 December was not Jesus’s birthday 
and anyway Christianity stole the winter solstice ceremony from Britain's pagans 
and turned it into the festival of the Nativity.  
 
They are absolutely right. And you can see exactly why it happened. The old nature 
religion of this country used to mark the mid-point of winter darkness with 
ceremonies looking forward to the return of spring and sunlight. And the lord of the 
manor often hosted and paid for the feast as a gesture of solidarity, for though he 
didn't share the hunger of the poor, he couldn't avoid sharing the cold and dark of 
winter with them. They had a common hope that the privation would not last for 
ever; that due to the cycle of the seasons there were brighter warmer days ahead. 
And so they expressed all this in acts of hospitality — inviting everyone throughout 
the entire country-side to warm themselves at a great fire, to pass round the wine 
and drown out the winter winds with singing and laughter.  
 
That old winter festival was a brief truce from the grim struggles of life, but sadly 
that's the best the old religion could do, offer a tantalizing hint that life could be 
different. But when the embers of the fires flickered and died, once more darkness 
covered their world, society reverted to its old ways with the rich man in his castle 
and the poor man at the gate, the hungry grubbing for food, widows and orphans 
desolate. The old religion hadn't the energy, the spiritual power to change a dream 
of what things might be into a vision of what they must become. It was just a 
welcome flash of brightness in the gloom.  
 
That's why the winter solstice became Christmas. What the old religion imperfectly 
glimpsed, Christianity brought into the full light of day — the right of all God's 
children to sit down at the feast of life, enjoying not just occasional benevolence but 
equal justice, not just sporadic gaiety but lasting joy, not just brief companionship 
but permanent fellowship. This is a vision of what the world can become when it is 
at peace with its neighbours, at peace with God and intertwined with the power of 
Christ. We are not there yet by a long way, but we have a genuine choice of 
alternative celebrations this Christmas. The old pagan festival with its eating and 
drinking, buying and spending, conviviality and partying is still with us to cheer us up 
in the middle of winter and that’s an honest to God celebration. But we could make 
Christmas the starting point of a promise, not just to make this world bearable, but 
to change it. 
 


