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I.   Christmas: Consumer Frenzy or Biblical Justice?  (Luke 1:26-55) 

 
 

Christmas is supposedly a religious celebration.  But Christmastime is 
also an all-important festival of consumption, at least in North America.  
In the United States, which consumes 70 percent of the world’s 
resources, 40 percent of all good retailed annually are sold during the 
four weeks between Thanksgiving Day and December 25.  Thus, 
Christmas is a crucial force driving the economy...The original 
Christmas story...is deeply rooted in Western culture through years of 
reading, hearing and reenactment.  Indirectly at least, the giving, hence 
the buying, of gifts is rooted in the paradigms of God’s gift of The 
Christ-child and the costly gifts of the magi.  The Christmas story has 
clearly come to have a material significance: it helps to legitimate the 
festival of retailing and consumption of goods…The sensitive or critical 
reader of the birth narratives in the Gospels may thus wonder what the 
original Christmas story could possibly have to do with the 
contemporary celebration of Christmas in the United States…   
    --Richard Horsley, The Liberation of Christmas 

 
 

Few of us would argue with the complaint that Christmas has become too 
“commercialized.”  It has deteriorated into an overheated festival of manic 
consumption in which the majority of the gifts are purchased by people who cannot 
really afford them and given to people who do not really need them.  Yet we often 
still feel caught in the expectations associated with this annual ritual.  Meanwhile, 
many retail businesses have become increasingly dependent upon the holiday 
revenues generated by exactly this kind of dysfunctional consumer behavior.    

Christmas thus presents thoughtful people with three interlocking  dilemmas.   

(1) As a season of crude materialism, crass consumerism and gratuitous waste, 
it mirrors much of what is most problematic about our economic way of life; 
yet for us to raise such questions can seems like a betrayal of the “holiday 
spirit.” 

(2) The season seems to create both economic and psychological anxiety that 
only increase the more we participate in the season’s commercial excesses;  
Christmas is thus a time of widespread depression and emptiness on one 
hand, and indebtedness and financial overextension on the other. 
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(3) Under the pressures of  the above two dilemmas, the deeper meanings 
associated with the religious symbols and stories tend to get trivialized, 
sidelined or lost completely.  

The very overconsumption that “benefits” the commercial sector of our society all 
too often represents a net loss to individuals and families, who must struggle 
mightily throughout the holidays just to retain economic, psychological, and 
spiritual equilibrium.    

Most of us feel ambivalent about the prospect of buying and receiving more 
consumer goods during the holidays.  We sense that our lives are already too 
cluttered with excess packaging, disposable products, unrepairable goods, and ever-
changing fashions.  And all these gifts have to be wrapped—yet it is already 
estimated that four  cents of every dollar North Americans spend on goods goes to 
packaging—a total of $225 per person annually.   Nevertheless, the holidays are the 
most difficult time to practice resistance to consumer culture.    

In a poll sponsored by the Center for a New American Dream in October 1997, 
40% of those polled indicated they would welcome lower spending and less 
emphasis on gift giving during the holidays.  However, when asked whether, if their 
family agreed to set limits on gift giving (such as drawing one family name from a 
hat or set monetary ceilings on gifts), they would abide by those limits, almost half 
responded that they would not go along with such consensual constraints.  This 
suggests that the pressure to consume excessively over the holidays is deeply 
internalized (this despite the fact that a quarter of the respondents could not 
remember the gifts their spouse/partner gave them the year before!).   Many people 
go deep into debt to finance this frenzy of buying.   Twenty eight percent of the poll 
respondents reported that 10 months after the previous Christmas season they were 
still paying off bills. 

Key to the perpetuation of this unhappy cycle of holiday consumption, of 
course, is the year-end assault of marketers and advertisers.  The annual mount 
spent on advertising in the U.S. now equals $650 per capita.  It is estimated that by 
the time they graduate from high school, typical North American teenagers have 
been exposed to 360,000 advertisements.  The vicious cycle of commercial 
socialization is reflected in the fact that the number one form of recreation for 
Americans is watching television, while the second is shopping.  According to a 
1987 poll, 93 percent of American teenage girls describe shopping as their favorite 
activity.   

Advertising battles for our hearts and minds by relentlessly exploiting our 
insecurities and anxieties and seducing our desires and dreams.  It would persuade 
us of the futile proposition that we can fill our social and spiritual emptiness 
through the purchase and ownership of material goods.   In this sense, holiday 
advertising represents what the apostle Paul called “another gospel” (Gal 1:6f), 
promising the consumer a sense of identity, empowerment, popularity, and meaning 
through their relationship with the commodity.   The biblical tradition, however, 
upon which Christmas season is ostensibly based, understands this as idolatry, and 
has quite another story to tell. 
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Luke’s Hymnody of Justice and Good News to the Poor.  The liturgical season 
of Advent (the four Sundays between Thanksgiving and Christmas Day) is the time 
when we reflect on the Christmas story.  However, the version that is sung in 
Christmas carols and portrayed in manger scenes is a conflation of two different 
gospel accounts that has been domesticated for popular consumption.  The 
traditions of the birth of Jesus of Nazareth found in Matthew (Mt 1-2) and Luke (Lk 
1-2) have few details in common, yet agree on the basic themes of the story: that 
Jesus slips quietly into a world of brutal rulers and hard-pressed refugees,  and that 
a few unheralded people of conscience manage to recognize the Presence and act 
accordingly.  

 Whereas the other literature of antiquity focused upon the rich and famous as 
the subjects of story and history, the gospels are extraordinary in their portrayal of 
unextraordinary people as the protagonists of the Christmas narrative.  Joseph and 
Mary are quite unremarkable heroes, of lowly estate as indicated by their inability to 
procure lodging when they desperately needed it (Lk 2:7).  Their qualifications were 
not social stature, but sensitivity to dreams (Mt 1:22-23; 2:15; 2:23) and visions (Lk 
1:26ff).  They are also distinguished by their courage to endure harsh conditions 
(Mary gives birth in a barn and lays the child in a feedtrough, Lk 2:16) and to make 
hard choices (Jesus begins life as a political refugee, Mt 1:14-15).  The chorus 
around them are the faithful but hardly famous Temple devotees Zechariah and 
Elizabeth (Lk 1:5-25) and Simeon and Anna (Lk 2:25-38), who like the dubious 
shepherds have great insight into God’s work in history.   These gospel stories 
challenge our dysfunctional holiday consumer practices and invite us to celebrate 
an altogether different kind of Christmas season. 

 The long tradition of singing carols during Christmas is rooted in Luke’s 
Advent narrative, which is composed around three canticles: Mary’s “Magnificat” (Lk 
1:46-55);  Zechariah’s “Benedictus” (Lk 1:68-79); and Simeon’s “Nunc Dimittis” (Lk 
2:29-32).  These liturgical titles are derived from the opening words of each canticle 
in Latin.   The most famous of these is the Magnificat, which is still chanted at high 
Mass and sung in high society by professional choirs.  Yet a more revolutionary 
tune could not be found in world literature or music! 

 The Magnificat is based upon the ancient “Song of Hannah,” which celebrated 
the birth of the great Israelite prophet-leader Samuel (I Samuel 2:1-10), but weaves 
in many other traditions from the Hebrew Bible as well.  Mary begins by recognizing 
that the fundamental characteristic of the God Israel is to “look with favor on the 
lowly” (Lk 1:48).   The same God who heard the cry of oppressed Israel in Egypt (Ex 
1), who vindicated the poor, the laborer and the foreigner in the Law (Lev 19:9-18), 
and who took the side of the dispossessed in the prophets (Isaiah 5:1-13; Amos 8:4-
6) is still active in animating justice.  This God “shows mercy to those who respect  
justice and scatters the arrogant;  lifts up the lowly and brings down the powerful 
from their high places; and fills the hungry with good things, sending the rich away 
empty” (Lk 1:50-53).  The songs of Zechariah (1:68-79) and of Simeon (2:29-32) echo 
the Magnificat’s call for liberation, and celebrate the “way of peace” (1:79) 

 This is a very different focus from what we are accustomed to hearing in the 
Christmas jingles that fill the holiday air.  But we need to hear and sing such songs 
of justice if we are to recapture the true meaning of Christmas.  The following three 
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studies will further explore the story of Advent as it is related in the gospels of Luke 
and Matthew.  These stories both pose a radical challenge to the commercial 
celebration of Christmas played out in North America today.  We will also suggests 
some ways to redirect our consciousness away from a Christmas of mass 
consumption, and towards a more authentic re-enactment of the biblical Advent 
stories today. 
 
Study Questions: 
 
1) What are some specific ways in which you feel pressured to consume over the 
holidays?   

2) How does the commercialization of Christmas affect your experience of the 
holiday season? 

3) What are the songs you most associate with the Holidays?  How do they compare 
to the message of the Magnificat? 

 
 
 

II:  Christmas is About Ordinary People of Conscience (Matthew 1:1-25) 

 

 The frantic consumption that takes place over the holiday season not only 
contributes to our emotional, psychological, and financial anxiety.  It also reflects an 
overall economic way of life that is both unjust and unsustainable.   

 Our affluent way of life is unjust in that it reflects and contributes to ever-
increasing national and global inequalities, heightening the disparity of wealth and 
resources between the rich and the poor.   Industrialized countries (the United 
States, Europe, and others) account for only 15% of the world’s population, but 
account for 76% of global consumption.  According to the UNDP 1998 Human 
Development Report, while global consumption has risen an average of 3% per year 
since 1970, this has widened rather than lessened inequalities.   

 In low-income countries, private consumption has actually declined by about 
1% annually over the past 15 years—20% lower in Africa today than in 1980.  Per 
capita public consumption is now $3,985 in industrialized countries verses $185 in 
developing countries. Within our own national economy, 10% of the families own 
70% of the wealth, and more than 10 million people own two or more homes, while 
at least 500,000 are homeless.  We North Americans spend over $40 billion a year to 
counter over-nutrition through slimming/weight loss aids—an amount equal to the 
estimated cost of countering malnutrition among the planet’s poorest billion people 
by upgrading agriculture.  

 Our levels of consumption are also unsustainable, for the environment simply 
cannot provide for the ever-expanding consumption of the industrialized world. 
Deforestation, soil erosion, water deplesion, declining fish stocks, and lost 
biodiversity are just some of the environmental catastrophies caused by our over-
consumption.  Over the past decade, over 154 million hectares of tropical rain 
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forest---a space equal to three times the area of France---has been cut.  Efforts to 
reduce this trend are woefully inadequate—currently only 1 hectare of tropical forest 
is replanted for every 6 cut down.  

 As the world’s largest economy, the United States is the largest single 
consumer of natural resources, including fossil fuels, and is the greatest producer of 
wastes of all kinds.   In 1995 the U.S. produced 20.5 metric tons of CO2 per capita, 
compared with 2.7 and 1.6 in China and Brazil respectively.  An estimated 179,000 
deaths are attributed to air contaminants alone in industrialized countries.   The 
unsustainability of this way of life was also summarized in a recent analysis 
performed by an international team of researchers, which concluded that while the 
entire world population might be able to live at the relatively modest level of Western 
Europeans during the mid-1970s,  the environment could not support everyone in 
the current style of North Americans, with our large homes, technological gadgets, 
and auto use.  

  The bright commercial facade of holiday shopping culture serves to insulate 
us from the brutal reality of the world’s poor and from pressing ecological concerns, 
while perpetuating the kind of affluence that make both crises inevitable.  However, 
the biblical stories  meant to be heard during Christmas offer the very resources we 
need to critique the season’s consumption frenzy. 

 

Matthew’s Story of Conscience and Courage.   Matthew’s Christmas story 
centers around risky acts of conscience, and the willingness of ordinary individuals 
to answer and follow God’s call—even if it means challenging social conventions.  In 
this story, the poor, the powerless, and those of “questionable repute” play central 
roles in salvation history through their courageous lives.   

We should not skip over the “boring begats” that form the prologue to 
Matthew’s story (Mt 1:1-17).  This family tree has some interesting surprises—and a 
lot to say about how God works in human history.  In most traditional societies 
persons derive their identity from their clan---in stark contrast to the individualism 
of modern urban culture.  Thus, Matthew’s geneological roll call would have been 
the normal and expected way to introduce and commend Jesus to his Jewish 
audience.  But it is the way in which Matthew departs from what should have been 
a strictly patriarchal line that should capture our attention.  

Five women, inclusive of Mary, appear in the list!  Even more disturbing to 
tradition is the fact that these are women of “dubious” character!  There is Tamar 
(1:13), who posed as a prostitute in order to trick Judah into fulfilling his 
obligations according to Levirate marriage (Gen 38).  There is Rahab (Mt 1:5), a 
Canaanite brothel owner who saved Joshua and his spies by hiding them and then 
lying to royal security forces (Joshua 2).  There is Ruth (Mt 1:5), a Moabite who tried 
to seduce Boaz to gain entry to his clan (Ruth 3).  And there is the “wife of Uriah” 
(Mt 1:6, Bathsheeba), the object of King David’s adultery and attempted cover-up (2 
Sam 11). 

Is Matthew intending to associate Mary, the peasant-girl mother of Jesus (Mt 
1:16), with other women of “unusual” sexual circumstances?   The first scene of his 
Advent drama gives us the reason for this unusual family tree.  In first century 
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Jewish culture, marriage was arranged between families.  A “contract of consent” 
was drawn up when the girl was a young teenager, but she continued to live at 
home for up to a year, until she was “transferred” to her husband’s house.  It is 
during this time of “betrothel” that Mary is found to be pregnant (1:18).   

This situation would have all the appearances of adultery, which was a crime 
to be punished with stoning, according to Jewish law (Deuteronomy 2:20 ff).  
Joseph, however, chooses compassion and refuses to make a public issue out of it, 
planning to divorce without presssing charges (1:19).  Here he has his first dream, 
in which he not only is instructed to go forward with the “transfer” of Mary to his 
house, but to become the legal father of the child.  For Joseph to name Jesus 
amounted to an acknowledgment of paternity (1:21-25).  He adopts Jesus as his 
own, and thereby “covers” for the Holy Spirit. 

 Matthew thus places Mary in an extraordinary line of women who, despite (or 
perhaps because of) “questionable circumstances,” have played key roles in 
salvation history.  He reminds us of the gospel truth that God’s redemptive 
purposes work in and through ordinary people and real human situations, in all 
their ambiguity.  It is in small acts of courage, compassion, and conscience that 
God’s redemptive transformation of the world takes place—often in defiance of the 
societal norms of the day. 

 

From Commercialism to Community:  Refocusing Holiday Celebrations.  
Reconnecting with the biblical Advent story involves challenging societal norms 
surrounding the holidays, and seeking to orient ourselves to an entirely different 
compass.  Like the very human examples of Mary and Joseph presented in Matthew 
1, we too are invited to answer God’s call in our own context.  One way to live out 
this re-orientation is by connecting with exactly the kind of people Mary and Joseph 
represented: the poor, the homeless, and the refugees.  The holidays are a good time 
to build relationships with communities of marginalized people, and to learn from 
them. 

For many religious people Christmas is a season for charity: increased giving, 
volunteering at a soup kitchen, visiting the hospitalized or home-bound.  Such 
traditional charity can begin to help us unmask the facade of commercialism and 
happy consumerism that is trumpeted by holiday advertising.  But if the Christmas 
story is all about  the life of marginalized people, then we can go further.  As a family 
or church group, look for opportunities to visit a church, community group, or 
homeless shelter in an economically struggling area of your city or county.  Share a 
worship service, have a picnic or help with a work project, making sure to include 
time for visitors and hosts to reflect together on the meaning of Christmas in their 
respective contexts.  

Many ecumenical organizations (such as Borderlinks, Journey Into Freedom, 
Witness for Peace and the Center for Global Education, to name just a few) offer 
“trips of perspective” for students and working people to the Third and Fourth 
Worlds during the holiday break.  These exposure tours offer North Americans a 
chance to shatter their insulation from the reality of poverty.  Many participants 
find such trips to be life-changing.  Why not give yourself, your friends or family the 
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gift of such a trip for Christmas—perhaps to encounter the Christ-Child anew in the 
faces of the poor?  

 
Study Questions: 
 
1) What strikes you as the most unjust consequence of the Holiday consumption 
frenzy?   

2) Who and where are the poor in your city or county?   

3) What are some organizations in your community that might allow you to connect 
with the poor over the Holidays?  What opportunities have you tried or would you be 
interested in trying? 

 

 
 

III:  Christmas is About Challenging the Status Quo (Matthew 2:1-23) 

  

The biblical narratives about the advent of Jesus can serve as an alternative 
compass from which we can set new bearings for our celebrations over the holidays.   
We can re-imagine Christmas not as a time to fall deeper into the delusions of our 
consumer society, but rather as a time to deepen our own commitment to 
humanizing our lives and our society.  Taking cues from the real Christmas story, 
we can explore ways to counter the dominant culture’s consumption frenzy by 
striving for simplicity in our lifestyles and in our holiday celebrations, and by 
learning about the world through the eyes of the poor. 

  

 Kings vs. Kids in Matthew.  Matthew’s Christmas story not only highlights the 
courageous actions of marginal people, but also testifies to the divine presence at 
work in those same people to disrupt and transform the status quo.  A dominant 
order invariably is ruled by an elite who benefit from the very system that 
marginalizes and impoverishes others.  In Matthew’s Gospel, this elite class is 
represented by King Herod.  Herod was half-Jewish autocrat serving Rome’s 
economic and political interests in colonial Palestine.    

 Matthew’s portrait of Herod is inspired by two stories from the Hebrew Bible.  
In Numbers 22-23 the Canaanite king Balak summons the prophet Balaam “from 
the east” (Num 23:7) to curse Israel (22:6).  Balak is betrayed, however, when the 
prophet instead pronounces blessing (23:8ff).  In Matthew’s Gospel, Herod is 
double-crossed by astrologers “from the east” that he had employed to find Jesus, 
ostensibly in order that he might “bless” the child-king.   

 At issue in Matthew 2 is true political legitimacy.  The astrologers are seeking 
a star, a cosmic symbol traditionally used in antiquity to signal the birth of a great 
leader.  Herod is rightfully disturbed that these foreigners have named the child 
“King of the Jews”---for that is his own title (Mt 2:1-2)!  The incipient rivalry is then 
deepened when his assembled advisers remind him of the prophetic oracle, 
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promising a true “ruler” of the people who will come from a village on the margins of 
Judah (2:4-6).  Herod clearly understands this as a challenge to his hegemony, but, 
as is the way of the powerful, cloaks his sinister plans in pious pretense (2:8).  The 
astrologers, however, are not fooled.  Once they have found the child, they give him 
gifts befitting true political authority, thereby symbolically offering their own 
political allegiance.  They then defy Herod by slipping out of the country.  

At this point in the story, Joseph receives instructions in a dream for a second 
time (2:13).  Matthew seems to be shaping the character of Jesus’ father after the 
great patriarch Joseph, who was called “the dreamer,” and went away to Egypt 
(Genesis 37).  In Matthew’s story, the holy family flees to Egypt as well, in order to 
escape the wrath of Herod.  Thus does the Savior of the world begin life as a political 
refugee.   God comes among us unnoticed as one of the outcast poor—yet this 
unheralded epiphany sharply challenges the rule of the rich and powerful. 

These actions of holy obedience are also risky acts of political disobedience.  
They call to mind a second story from the Hebrew Bible, which also takes place in 
Egypt. Exodus 1-2 narrates the birth of Moses, whose life is similarly threatened by 
a paranoid potentate, and similarly saved by an “underground railroad.”  The 
parallels between Pharoah and Herod are uncanny.  The challenge of an infant 
unleashes an official policy of infanticide—justified in the name of “national 
security” (see Ex: 1:16-20).   Royal attempts to do the dirty work through 
accomplices (Pharoah with Hebrew midwives, Herod with the astrologers) fails, 
however, because these unnamed heroes choose life and deceive their superiors to 
protect the innocent.  We never hear again of these midwives and astrologers; they 
have only bit parts in the biblical drama.  Yet can two more consequential acts of 
conscience be found anywhere in history? 

Sadly, all this only further enrages the mighty, and the wholesale slaughter of 
innocents ensues.  “Rachel weep” over such an absurd mismatch: kings against 
kids (Mt 2:18f)!  Yet such is the paradox of bilbical history.  As imperial minds plot 
genocide, God’s messengers enter the world at risk: floating down the Nile in a reed 
basket (Ex 2:3), spirited out of the country on back roads (Mt 2:14).  Against the 
presence of Power is pitted the power of Presence: God with us (Mt 1:24).  God is 
with those who suffer political oppression, danger, and poverty, and God is working 
through those same people---and others of faith and conscience---to challenge 
systems of domination and injustice.  

 

Making covenants for simplicity and a debt-free Christmas.  Matthew’s story 
inspires us to practice courage instead of conformity.  But it is difficult to go against 
the grain by ourselves.  A much better approach is to covenant together as a church 
or family group (Thanksgiving is an ideal time to do this) concerning how you are 
going to celebrate a more just Christmas season.  For every agreement you make 
about what you are not going to do, be sure and have a positive counterpart.  If gift-
giving is seen as necessary, agree to limit it its scope—this will relieve all parties of 
some anxiety.  Next, agree on the kinds of gifts you wish to give.  Do you want to 
reflect a theme (e.g. food, or the color red, or things Asian)?  Do you wish gifts to be 
only hand-crafted items?  Perhaps you can agree to shop only for “green” products, 



Ched Myers & Matt Colwell, “Christmas and Consumerism”  2001 

9  www.bcm-net.org 

or to patronize only “fair-trade” distributors, or to give only items made within your 
bioregion of residence.  Such agreements can be challenging in a fun way, restoring 
the adventure into Christmas gift-giving.   And they animate a larger enterprise of 
getting to know one’s local economy and environment. 

Finally, to relieve anxiety, set some price limits and agree on an amount that 
will guarantee that no one will go into debt!  You may even wish to agree to set a 
“tax” or “tithe” on your shopping, so that a percentage is given as a personal or 
group gift to a local community organization.  There are a number of books and 
other resources on how to simplify the holidays listed below.    

Such conversations in preparation for Christmas will, of course, raise deeper 
questions of economic and social commitments.  This can only be healthy, if initially 
difficult for us.   Agreements challenge us to build community, and give us practice 
at thinking collectively and creatively about alternatives.  Most importantly, they 
invite us to give of ourselves, putting the human before the material, and the 
communal before the commercial.  In these ways we can restore Christmas as a 
season of conscience and even risk-taking. 

 
Study Questions: 
 
1) What are some examples of policies that harm the poor today?  

2) What are some ways to act as contemporary astrologers and midwives—by 
resisting policies that oppress or de-humanize others?  

3) How have you practiced “simplicity” over the holidays?  What are some strategies 
for embracing a debt-free Christmas? 

 
 
 

IV:  Christmas is about Liberation from Bondage (Luke 1:57-2:35) 

 

The American Christmas festival is a dominating cultural context indeed, 
given the conjunction of aggressive advertising in the media, shopping for gift 
exchange, school vacations, holiday performances, gatherings of friends and 
family, and even church services.  Particularly important has been the 
incorporation of features of what was once the story of Christ’s historical birth 
into a wonderland of fantasy scenes in store windows, such as Santa with his 
elves and reindeer.  Most effective of all, probably, has been the 
transformation of the Christmas story into one among several ‘fairy tales’ in 
the plethora of “Christmas specials” on television, such as “Rudolph the Red-
nosed Reindeer,” “Frosty the Snowman,” or “The Grinch who Stole Christmas.”  
Whether downtown or in one’s living room, Christmas is now a fantasy that 
has considerable commercial but little historical significance.   

    -Richard Horsley, The Liberation of Christmas 

 

We have seen how a hectic, conflicted, and commercial holiday season 
stands in stark contrast to ‘the real Christmas stor.y ’ This presents 
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contemporary Christians with an enormous challenge..   By re-centering our 
consciousness around the gospel story of Advent---rather than consigning it 
to a quaint place alongside Santa and Scrooge---we may discover some ways 
to reclaim Christmas for ourselves and the earth.   

 

Pax Romana or Pax Christi in Luke.   While Luke’s Advent story shares few 
details in common with Matthew’s account, his perspective is nevertheless 
remarkably similar.   The prominence of women shown in Matthew’s account, for 
instance, is echoed in Luke’s account,  in which two women pregnant with prophets 
are on center stage, encouraging one another and embodying faith (Lk 1:24-45). 
Matthew’s Advent account focuses on a poor refugee family as the recipient of 
angelic encouragement.  Similarly, in  Luke’s account the “good news” from 
heavenly messengers is entrusted not to political and religious leaders, but to a 
group of anonymous shepherds---a class of workers that was considered “unclean” 
and unreliable by polite society of the time (Lk 2:8-20).  And finally, Luke’s account, 
like Matthew’s, is set against a backdrop of political oppression.   

The “peace” referred to in Luke’s story(Lk 1:79) is not the peace of the “Pax 
Romana,” which was enforced by the imperial military, which occupied Palestine in 
the first century.  The birth of a “Savior and Lord” (Lk 2:11) is accompanied by the 
angelic host singing “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace” (Lk 2:14).  And 
though these phrases are favorite Christmas card greeting still, their language was 
originally  highly political--for in ancient Rome,  these terms were applied 
exclusively to Caesar Augustus.  Just as Matthew’s account lifts up Jesus as King 
in opposition to Herod, so Luke’s account tells of the direct political challenge Jesus 
presents to the Roman empire under Caesar Augustus.   No wonder Luke includes 
in his story a “reality check”: this new vision will be opposed by many, and will have 
a cost (Lk 2:34-35). 

 

 Exploring other Traditions of Celebration.  We who live in the “Pax Americana”-
--a political order of U.S. economic and military hegemony---are invited to enact the 
social upheaval of these Advent stories by seeking a deeper “peace” than the status 
quo or sentimentalized greeting cards.  Faithful believers today are invited to 
embrace the true “peace” of economic justice and political liberation.  One way that 
we can challenge the dominate culture’s commercial vision of Christmas is by 
embracing diversity, intentionally seeking out ways to learn from marginalized 
communities and traditions.   In so doing, we not only rediscover the God who was 
incarnated on the margins of society, but we receive new eyes to see economic 
injustices and de-humanizing practices.  

 This time of year is rich with ethnic and cultural commemorations in 

communities of color.  For example, December 12th is the Catholic Feast of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe, which many Catholic Latino and Native American groups 
celebrate with processions and fiestas (in east Los Angeles almost 10,000 people 
attend the annual parade!).  This tradition tells the Advent story of the Americas, in 
which a poor Mexican Indian is told by Our Lady of God’s love for the poor.   In the 
weeks before Christmas, Mexican American Catholics also enact “posadas,” a 
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nightly ritual of remembrance in which people accompany the Holy Family from 
house to house around the neighborhood looking for shelter.  This powerful public 
liturgy offers us the chance to reflect on the plight of homeless people and refugees 
in our nation and world.   It comes alive in a special way when celebrated by 
immigrants communities themselves.  In San Diego, CA, for example, local churches 
sponsor a dramatic “Posada Sin Fronteras” (Shelter without Borders) at the U.S.-
Mexico border, helping participants remember the human rights of undocumented 
immigrants as well as their own immigrant roots.  Some Christian activists have 

chosen December 28th, the Feast of the Holy Innocents, which commemorates the 
story of Herod’s slaughter of the innocents, to organize public protests at local sites 
connected to militarism or to environmental or economic injustice. 

In the African American community the contemporary feast of Kwanzaa is 

gaining popularity.  Between Dec 26th and January 1st community gatherings 
commemorate the strength of African culture and wisdom, teaching and nurturing 
the “Nguzo Saba,” or Seven Principles: Unity, Self-Determination, Collective Work, 
Cooperative Economics, Purpose, Creativity and Faith.  Attend a local Kwanzaa 
celebration and/or integrate its insights into your own celebration of the holidays.   

There are many other ethnic communities and alternative rhythms to learn 
from during this time of year.  Ask Jewish friends about the tradition of Chanuk;, or  
eastern rite Christians about their observationof  the Twelve Days of Christmas, 

culminating  with the Feast of Epiphany on January 6
th; or Ethiopan Christians 

about their “Liddet” (Christmas) celebration on January 7th.   Cross cultural 
experiences such as these will help us all preserve and/or  reconstruct our own 
cultural and family traditions of song, feasting and storytelling--including the 
biblical Christmas story! Community caroling, craft-making and meal-sharing are 
good ways to celebrate outside of the orbit of shopping malls and catalogues. 

 
Study Questions: 
 
1)  How does the message presented in mangers in shop windows, Christmas T.V. 
specials and Christmas day sales differ from the Advent/Christmas story 
according to Luke? 

2) What images come to mind when you hear the word “peace”?  What is the vision 
of peace presented in Luke’s Advent story? 

3) What are some alternative celebrations of the holidays that you are aware of in 
your own community?   

 
 
 


