TRANSFORMING CHRISTMAS


Whatever Happened to Christmas?


or New Christmases for Old





Every year as Christmas approaches and the shops fill up with gaudy decorations and pre-packaged gifts, I feel a sinking sense of dread and alienation. The pressure to conform to lifeless and competitive ritual frivolity engulfs me in greyness. Deciding to do something positive about my negativity towards imminent Christmas, I find myself with two main responses: on the one hand, a feeling of blankness, emptiness, meaninglessness - and on the other, a desire to find new meaning, some relevance to my life now, and to restore a true sense of celebration. It seems possible to approach this from three directions. Firstly, what, if any are my pleasant experiences of Christmas? Secondly, what is Christmas really about? Lastly, what can I do now about Christmas that genuinely expresses my present life and way of being?





There was a time when Christmas was magical, powerful, pregnant with significance. There is a rich kaleidoscope of childhood Christmas memories. Swirling, sparkling memories - all containing magic, texture and light. Light shining in darkness. The light of real candles glinting from tinselled tree. The acid smell of the smoke mingling with the dirty yellow lights of Waterloo station which coloured the rain-streaked windows of my train, as I approached the haven of home-from-boarding-school. There were the bright, dancing, jointed cardboard puppets either side of my bedroom fireplace. Then later, I remember the firelight flicker on the walls and fragrant tree in the school library at our end-of-term poetry recital.





Christmas didn’t just spring up in isolation. The Christmas celebration did not appear until the 4th century. In fact, 25 December was the celebrated birthday of the Persian deity, Mithra, whose attributes and religion shared similarity with later Christianity. It is widely known that we have inherited much that is pre-Christian in our Christmas ritual celebrations, such as the mistletoe which dates back to Norse myth as a symbol of protection; with the power to ensure peace and friendship, and which was sacred to the Celtic priesthood.��  Evergreens were sacred to the god of plant and agriculture, whose festival occurred around this time of year. 





The Winter Solstice falls on 21 December. The solstice is the time when the ‘Sun stands still’. It was celebrated by the Romans as the dies invicti solis (the day of the invincible Sun). This was traditionally a time for initiates to celebrate the Light on Earth, the light in humanity, because this is the time of year of least outer physical activity and most spiritual activity. It is a time when we die to the past year, when we return to source, to stillness. When we assess the events of the year - and an opportunity to purify and renew ourselves. 





In the native traditions of North America, Waboose, the White Buffalo is the Spirit Keeper of the Northern direction - the time of winter. He brings the gifts of purity and renewal. In the teachings of the Chippewa medicine man Sun Bear, the moons of that time of year are characterised by the Long Snows Moon and the Earth Renewal Moon, when the white snow cleanses and invigorates the earth, while protecting and hiding the deep treasures that are to come. It is the time of death of the old and incubation of the new. 





There were many festivals of light originally associated with the celebration of the sun and later symbolised by lighted candles. In Norway and Sweden candles are lit in the windows all night, to guide the Christ Child to earth and in Sweden the tradition of Saint Lucia was widely practised. In this ritual, a village girl, robed in white with a scarlet sash and a crown of lighted candles, rode out to the outlying farms and homesteads; bringing the blessing of good fortune and prosperity to all in the coming year.





So what is there in the original Christ Mass event which we are supposedly celebrating which is beyond time and culture? Can we connect in fullness with it now? Whatever our belief, whatever our experience? Can we find a living common celebration beyond dogma and disillusionment? Many of us abandoned the official Christian church decades ago and some of us have found more meaningful guidance in Eastern teachings and practices; seemingly far removed from the Christianity of our childhoods. What is Christmas really about? Christ Mass. The Mass - or sending forth of or from Christ. The Festival of The Christ. And Christ? The birth in obscurity of a Being who was to revolutionise world thought and whose appearance was heralded by the light of a star and venerated by three sages who had journeyed across the earth to offer him precious gifts. Fact or legend? Perhaps a bit of both. It doesn’t really matter, for the message still holds good. But what is the message? That we need to die to our old ways of being, to our old selves. That we need to be reborn as a demonstration of living truth and to realise our true light.





“What Christ demonstrated,”  writes David Spangler� “was salvation through identification: if you want to be saved, the only thing you have to be saved from is yourself, your false image of yourself, an image filled with fear, with doubt, with limitation, with jealousies and anguishes and hatreds and all the rest of it. You can be free from that by stopping your continuation as a receiving being (perhaps ‘taking’ would be a more apt  word here - CS). Stop being a sponge, seeking to draw everything from life, and being fearful that you will not get it. Rather be a sponge that has been squeezed and squeezed hard, and that gives and gives and gives. That is Love. That is the outpouring, the outbreath, the actual taking of oneself in one’s hands and generating the light. Do not wait for it to come. Create it.”





The most important thing about all this - the whole point really, is that Christ insisted again and again that we are IT too. That our true potential is the glow of the Christlight, each in his or her own style. It is not something which happened then; it is actually happening now. We can actually celebrate it now. Actually make sense of it in a real way now. Actually enjoy it now.





So perhaps the real questions for Christmas are: 


What can I do right now in my life to reflect the light symbolised by the Christchild? Not as something external to me, but as my very nature; as an expression of my presence on earth. 


What do I need to forgive, to let go of, to update, to renew - in order to allow my life to flow more freely? 


What do I need to illuminate? 


How much love and creativity can I put into the cards and gifts I give, the decorations I place around, the food I cook and eat? 


Or, if I decide to step down the celebrations this year or opt out of it altogether:


What can I do instead that is positive and loving and useful in the world? 


How much do I respect and honour and reflect my own inner starlight - and how much do I share it?





No matter how little money, no matter how difficult the circumstances - what can I do to transform this deepest winter time into light and joy?





But not just for Christmas, not just for a special time, or as an excuse to distract, entertain or dully myself, but as a time of seeding - a chance to rekindle and set in motion the best in all of us.
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� So sacred was it that they only cut it with gold instruments and would never let it touch the ground.
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