the wrong gospel. John also skips the Nativity, the Baptism of
Jesus, and any mention of bread and wine at the Last Supper,
to name a few signature moments in the Christian story. He’s
not being careless, nor is he rewriting history. He is actually

pens, reporting it play-by-play: a lovely creation unfolds, fol-
lowed by a disastrous exercise of human freedom. The stories
of the Bible peel off in turn as the cast of earthly characters
multiplies. Finally Grace says it’s time, and Jesus plunges into

being very careful to tell us about the true origin and identity
of Jesus—more true than the circumstances of his historical
birth and life.

This reminds me of an old movie they showed
us in parochial school called Jesus B.C. In the movie,
Jesus, his sister Grace, and their Dad—a very cool ensemble

the story himself.

By now you may be wishing I'd sent the photo with
everybody wearing matching sweaters. But I think
this is a neater picture to ponder: the Word made
flesh, a binding word spoken between the lover and
the beloved. I like to think of myself as the delight of God’s
eyes, even if no one else does!

Trinity—are watching earth from some cosmic perspective, in
much the same way Dorothy watches Auntie Em in the crystal
ball. They discuss the activity of salvation history as it hap-

And here’s my Christmas present to you: my hope that
you believe God loves you in the same passionate way.

Where did the “12 days of Christmas” come from?

s we're reminded every

Advent, our Catholic

Christmas customs
are somewhat at odds with
the secular “holiday sea-
son,” which starts before
Thanksgiving and goes on
until the last college bowl
game. But even though we Catholics wait a bit to get going,
we have a similarly long season of celebration, of which the
“12 days,” made famous by a certain 12-verse carol, are but
a piece.

The 12 days themselves are simply the time between
the two major Christmas feasts: the Nativity of the Lord on
December 25 and Epiphany on January 6. Since Christmas
was the major “birth” feast in the ancient Western churches
and Epiphany was the biggie for the Eastern churches,
the days between them inevitably gained significance.

The exact origins of particular observances and festivals,
though, are a little harder to nail down.

Like many Christian festivals, the roots of the Christ-
mas season can be found in pre-Christian religions and folk
customs. The date of Christmas, for example, is likely con-
nected to an ancient multi-day Roman feast related to the
winter solstice. The “12 days” are probably an adaptation
of the pre-Christian winter festivals of northern Europe,
“Yule” among them. These celebrations helped ancient
Europeans get through the longest nights of winter.

Ancient Christians found a happy coincidence between

these festivals that sought the sun’s return and the birth of
the “Light of the world.” Pagan festivals became Christian
festivals, with many traditions remaining intact. Yule logs
and lighted trees, holding off the seemingly endless night,
are examples of such adaptations. Sometimes, though, to
tone down the partying, some local bishops tried to insti-
tute fast days, especially just after the New Year, to stamp
out pagan practice.

The Christmas carol comes from 16th-century Furope.
But the 12 days are really only part of our Christmas obser-
vance, which also
includes important
feast days in honor of
Stephen, the first mar-
tyr (December 26);
John the evangelist (December 27); and the Holy Innocents,
the infants slain by King Herod (December 28, Matt. 2:16-
18). These are known as the comites Christi, “companions
of Christ,” because their lives gave unique witness to Jesus
through martyrdom (Stephen and the Innocents) and the
written word (John).

Other Christmas feasts include the Holy Family (Sun-
day after Christmas) and Mary, Mother of God (January 1).
The liturgical season of Christmas ends with the feast of the
Lord’s Baptism (Sunday after Epiphany).

Unfortunately, like the 50 days of Easter joy that we
often forget after a rigorous 40 days of Lenten fasting
(notice which is longer!), our Christmas party often ends
too early. But though we wait a bit to get our holy days
going, they carry us far beyond the Orange Bowl. So don’t
eat all the cookies on Christmas Day!

Chrissandra Neustaedter (www.Chrissandra.com)
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