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CHRISTMAS MYTHS

Ahhh.. Christmas. Just the word brings to mind a 
scene full of twinkling lights, Christmas songs and 
the sweet smell of cinnamon and winter spices. 
For some Christmas is a season to be merry… but 
what can bring joy to one person is not always 
appreciated by another. The often-unspoken truth 
about Christmas is that it is a bit like marmite – not 
to everyone’s tastes.

For some the bright lights bring hope and wonder, 
to others they look cheap and tacky. For some the 
season brings back good memories of gatherings of 
family and friends, for others the memories can be 
of loneliness, arguments and disappointments. 

How should we, as Christians, approach Christmas? 
Particularly if we fall into this latter group of people 
who perhaps have no affection for the season and its 
trappings. 

BY GAVIN HENDERSON
info@gracecom.church

I grew up in a family and Church culture that 
eschewed Christmas. Growing up I heard every 
argument there is against Christmas. That the 25th 
December was not when Jesus was born. That 
Christmas and its traditions have pagan roots. That 
the materialistic nature of Christmas represents 
everything that is wrong with society. Every year 
the inaccuracies of the manger scene were pointed 
out to me. The ever-problematic question of “Santa 
Claus”. Growing up, I was led to believe that, to be 
a true Christian, I should reject Christmas because 
while it had “Christ” in its name, that was as far as 
it went and it represented everything wrong with 
modern Christianity.

Yet, as I grew older I started to question the logic 
behind some of the arguments made against 
Christmas. Let us look at them in turn.

Christmas and the birth of Christ

One of the reasons why some Christians reject 
Christmas is that there is no Biblical evidence that 
the 25th of December was the date of Jesus’ birth. 
The Bible does not record a date for this event and 
Biblical scholars even question whether December is 
even the right time of year. 
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which was a celebration of the “unconquerable 
sun” that is linked to the Emperor Aurelian (who is 
recorded as having persecuted Christians during his 
reign). The link here stems from a document dated 
to 336 CE which lists (in separate entries) the 25th 
of December as both Christmas and a date to hold 
games in honour of “Sol Invictus”. The problem 
with this document is that it is just a calendar and it 
provides no more information. From this record you 
can argue that this was just a one-off coincidence, 
or that Christmas was held on the 25th of 
December to distract people from the “Sol Invictus” 
celebrations, or that the “Sol Invictus” games were 
held in an effort to distract people from Christmas!

The strength of the arguments that Christmas 
and its traditions have pagan roots is primarily 
an emotional one. There is no clear evidence for 
when Christians began celebrating Christmas or 
why the 25th of December was chosen – yet the 
idea that Christmas could have pagan influences is 
disturbing to most Christians. We Christians believe 
there is only one God and the idea that we are 
somehow inadvertently worshipping another God is 
abhorrent… but is that really what is happening at 
Christmas? 

Can we really suggest that because Christians 
worship God on the 25th of December that they 
are worshipping the god Saturn or a Sun god? 
I have never met a Christian who thinks this 
would be acceptable. It is Jesus who is preached in 
churches on Christmas day. While we do not know 
all the details of how and when Christians started 

On the surface, this argument makes sense… up 
to a point. When my oldest daughter was seven 
she decided that all her cuddly toy animals should 
have a birthday. The issue was we did not remember 
when we got the toys and technically even the day 
we purchased the toys was not the same day as when 
they were made! In the end, though, this did not 
matter. My daughter picked dates for their birthdays 
as for her it was more important for the toy to have 
a birthday than that the date was correct.

She is not alone in having this approach. 
Sometimes, in cases of adoptions, for example, it is 
not always known when a child was born. In these 
cases, a date for the birth is chosen for the child. 

The reason for this is that the person and event 
being celebrated is more important than the date 
of the celebration. This is true for Christmas as 
well. The person (Jesus) and the event (his birth/
incarnation) are more important than the date of 
the celebration. 

We Christians can acknowledge that we do not 
know the exact date of Christ’s birth – but Jesus and 
the significance of his birth are still something we 
should celebrate. The incarnation of the Son of God 
– Jesus’ becoming human for us – will forever be 
one of the most significant events of history. 

Christmas and its traditions have pagan roots

Over the years I have heard a host of theories 
linking Christmas traditions to pagan traditions. 
The most prominent of these ideas is that the 
choice of celebrating Christ’s incarnation on 
the 25th of December has its origins in pagan 
feasts. The challenge here is that we do not have a 
specific record of when Christians began keeping 
Christmas although we know it had become an 
established practice by the 4th Century. The lack 
of a record means that it is easy to suggest reasons 
why Christmas is on the 25th of December, but it 
is almost impossible to prove any theory right or 
wrong.

In the most common of these theories Christmas 
is linked to one of two pagan events. The first is 
“Saturnalia”, which was a Roman feast that ran from 
the 17-23rd December – the most obvious issue 
here is that the dates do not match. The other one 
links Christmas to an event called “Sol Invictus”, 
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celebrating Christmas, we do know what is in our 
hearts when we worship God on Christmas day – 
and it is what is in our hearts that matters to God.

Christmas and materialism

Interestingly, the reverse of this argument is also 
presented as a reason why Christian should not 
keep Christmas. I.e. it is suggested that the meaning 
of Christmas has been lost because it has been 
supplanted by commercialism.

Over the last few decades Christmas has become 
more and more materialistic. People are encouraged 
to spend money they do not have on presents, on 
decorations, on food and drink for Christmas. It is 
has become almost normal for people to come out of 
the Christmas season with debt on their credit cards.

Christmas has become a time of excess and the 
secularisation of Christmas means that the Christian 
message is increasingly being edited out. Happy 
holidays seems to be more common on cards now 
than Merry Christmas. Yet, surely if the meaning of 
Christmas is being lost, this is a reason to stand up 
for the true meaning of Christmas (the celebration 
of Jesus Christ and his incarnation) rather than to 
shun Christmas?

The reality is that people are trying to fufill their 
need for God by filling that hole in their life with 
material possessions. The answer is to be found in 
Jesus Christ.

Santa Claus

What about Santa Claus? In the UK today, more 
kids probably associate Christmas with Santa Claus 
than with Jesus Christ. While a relatively recent 
addition to Christmas, Santa Claus is often linked 

“THE INCARNATION OF THE 
SON OF GOD - JESUS’ BECOMING 

HUMAN FOR US - WILL 
FOREVER BE ONE OF THE MOST 

SIGNIFICANT EVENTS OF 
HISTORY ”.

to St. Nicolas. Yet, whatever the origins of this story, 
it is hard not to see the damage that Santa Claus has 
done to the Christmas message.

Kids are raised believing that Christmas is about 
Santa Claus and Jesus Christ and then are later told 
that Santa Claus is not real. Is it any wonder that 
this also leaves questions about Jesus? Or questions 
about what our parents tell us?

Yet at the same time, the mythology around Santa 
Claus suggests that it is pagan/outside influences 
that are trying to water down Christianity, not the 
other way around. And surely as Christians, we 
should be standing up for the Gospel message? For 
the truth that Jesus Christ is a real person! Who 
was born for us, who lived for us, who died for 
us and who then rose from the dead for us! Who 
now stands at the right hand of the Father making 
intercession for us!

The reality is that Christians should be concerned 
about syncretism – the idea that aspects of the 
current culture affect and water-down what we 
believe. But the answer is not to throw the baby out 
with the bathwater. Especially when that baby is 
Jesus.

If we are concerned that Christmas is more about 
materialism, about Santa Claus, or about non-
Christian traditions, then the answer is to stand up 
for Jesus. To make sure that our attitude and actions 
clearly point people to Jesus during this season.

If you do not like the Christmas lights, or the 
endless Christmas songs, or pumpkin spice lattes 
and mince pies… then avoid them. If you don’t 
want to have a Christmas tree, or hang a wreath, or 
don’t believe that the 25th December was the day 
Jesus was born… then you don’t have to.

But whatever you do, or don’t do, this Christmas 
season – make sure you celebrate and proclaim our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. That the “Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen 
his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, 
full of grace and truth” (John 1:14 ESV).

Make sure Jesus is in your Christmas.
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TULLAMORE MINI 
CELEBRATION

In GCI, we acknowledge Jesus as the centre of the 
centre. 

At the all-Ireland Mini Celebration held in 
Tullamore on 24 September, we went even further. 
Tullamore is located in the centre of County Offaly, 
which is itself in the centre of Ireland.

The joyous one day event was hosted by the 
Tullamore Court Hotel who went over and above 
to make our day very special. Beginning with 
worship and prayers led by Regional Pastors Pete 
and Jackie Mill, followed by an inspiring sermon by 
David Stirk. We then paused for a relaxed soup and 
sandwich lunch in a private room where everyone 
enjoyed taking time to catch up.

BY PETER MILL
info@gracecom.church

In the afternoon, we managed to cram in a 
presentation by Pete entitled ‘GCI. Where we have 
come from and where we are going’, some more 
worship from Jackie, an offering and communion 
service, more worship… and we still had time for a 
wee bit more fellowship before concluding the day 
with many a fond farewell around 6pm.

METRO MANILA 
WORSHIP SERVICE

On 25 September – 2 October, Greg Williams 
visited Manila for a series of strategic meetings with 
ministry leaders of GCI Philippines and the Asia 
region. The week ended on a high note with a face-
to-face combined worship service – the first of its 
kind since the pandemic hit in 2020.

During the service, Dr. Greg commissioned the 
two team-based leadership bodies serving GCI 
Philippines: the Board of Trustees and the NMT 
composed of Rex dela Pena, Dr. Eugene Guzon, 
Audie Santibanez, and Aron Tolentino. Pastor Audie 
Santibanez, who serves as NMT team member 
and Metro Manila District Director, was also 
commissioned as Deputy National Director.

BY EUGENE GUZON
info@gracecom.church

It was a joyful culmination to a meaningful week, 
and a celebration of God’s continuing faithfulness to 
GCI in the Philippines and the rest of Asia.

Eugene Guzon is the Asia Superintendent and 
Philippines National Director
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JOY TO THE WORLD 

“REJOICE IN THE 
LORD ALWAYS. I 

WILL SAY IT AGAIN: 
REJOICE”.

PHIL 4:4

Over the next two months we will be hearing one of the most popular 
Christmas carols, “Joy to the World,” being played time and time 
again and we will also enjoy singing it in our services. It’s a beautiful 
song, rich in meaning, and it truly encompasses the good news of Jesus 
Christ, and how he came as the Saviour of the world.

The Christmas season is a time of great joy and presents numerous 
opportunities for Christians to share the joy of the Lord with the 
world. In these troubled times, the world is crying out for good news. 
What this season presents is expressed so well in the lyrics of “O Holy 
Night”: “A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices.” Jesus is truly our 
hope and joy.

During the time of Nehemiah, there was a reading of the Torah by Ezra 
to the people, reminding them of their covenant with God. Initially 
there was weeping by the people as they heard the words read to them, 

BY BOB REGAZZOLI
info@gracecom.church

How can we best share the joy of the Lord 
during this season? 
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but Nehemiah gave them this direction: “Go and 
enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some 
to those who have nothing prepared. This day is 
holy to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the 
Lord is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:10).

This occurred during the old covenant period as 
the Israelites were drawn back to God who loved 
them. Now, Jesus, the New Covenant, has come in 
among us, and how much greater is the reason for 
us to rejoice, to enjoy the meals, and to share with 
others. True joy, the joy which comes from God, 
strengthens our souls, and lifts our spirits. God 
has come in the flesh – Emmanuel, with the birth 
of Jesus – Incarnation, the Saviour of the world – 
Messiah. There is much to celebrate.

When Mary came to visit her cousin Elizabeth, 
Elizabeth’s baby leaped for joy in his mother’s womb 
(Luke 1:44). When the angel of the Lord appeared 
to the shepherds, he told the shepherds to not be 
afraid. “I bring you good news that will cause great 
joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a 
Savior has been born to you; he is Messiah the Lord” 
(Luke 2:10-11). This was truly joy to and for all the 
world. Joy is not just announced, but the heavenly 
host burst forth in exuberant praise and song (Luke 
2:13-14).

How can we best share the joy of the Lord during 
this season? There are many possibilities which need 
to be tailored to the culture we are living in and our 
circumstances and resources.

In most societies, Christmas is, above all, a day that 
focuses on family get-togethers, taking advantage of 
the widely observed public holiday. As followers of 
Christ, this should be important to us as well. What 
better way to celebrate Christ, than to celebrate 
with children, grandchildren, and extended family 
members. An important opportunity in celebrating 
the joy of this Christ event is through sharing our 
meals on Christmas day, not only with family 
members and friends, but, where possible, with 
those who otherwise would be alone that day. These 
meals and the hospitality shown can mean much to 
those who are often alone on these special days; and 
the occasion of warmth and acceptance can open up 
opportunities to discuss the meaning of the season 
and to share our faith.

The Christmas season, as with other seasons of 
the year, has been highly commercialized, which 
naturally detracts from and often ignores the 
celebration of the birth of Jesus. But we have 
the opportunity within our neighbourhoods and 
congregations to share the true meaning of the birth 
of our Saviour through friendship and hospitality. 
Let us use this time of the year to show others the 
joy we have from knowing that God is with us and 
for us. “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it 
again: Rejoice!” (Phil. 4:4).
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8

LONGING 
FOR CHRIST

BY JILLIAN MORRISON
info@gracecom.church

Out of all the Christmas songs I loved to listen to 
growing up, there was one whose melody and lyrics 
haunted me: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” I 
wondered how this somber Christmas song had its 
place amongst the many “merry and bright” ones.

Traditionally, Christmas carols were not to be sung 
until Christmas Day, since “Advent is not a time to 
celebrate the birth of Jesus in the manger but a time 
to long for the coming of the Savior.”[1]

Ultimately, the meaning of Advent has its origins 
in waiting and longing, and for many people, the 
Advent season is already filled with waiting and 
longing. However, this yearning is typically for 
Christmas Day to arrive so we can finally get what 
was on our Christmas wish list. But do we long for 
God to break in on our lives and have his way in us? 
Advent forces us to ask ourselves: What do I really 
long for?

Photo: VanReeel, istockphoto.com

As someone who didn’t grow up observing Advent, 
I can understand how uncomfortable this season 
can make us feel if we’re not accustomed to it. Our 
culture of pleasure-seeking and instant gratification 
has taught us to only yearn for the things in life that 
make us feel “good,” and to focus on the temporary 
instead of the eternal. We’re tempted to skip the 
waiting in Advent and get straight to Christmas 
without meditating on the deep yearning of Christ 
in our souls.

We need to be honest with the fact that for many 
believers, we are comfortable living with God at 
a distance. We get so accustomed to thinking we 
can do things on our own, that we can become 
indifferent to the presence and necessity of God in 
our lives. Do we truly want God to interrupt our 
lives with renewing and restoring power?[2] And do 
we expect God to do so?

There are three Advents, or three “comings,” of 
Christ to remember during this time: The Advent 
of Christ in Bethlehem, the Advent of Christ in his 
second coming, and the Advent of Christ in our 
own lives.

The spirituality of Advent calls us to put our lives 
in the perspective of Christ’s triumphant arrival to 
our world that is in desperate need of a Savior. This 
means we must learn to yearn for and meditate on 
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“REMEMBER THAT YOU WERE 
CREATED TO LOVE AND BE 
LOVED BY THE LORD JESUS, 
YOUR CREATOR AND YOUR 

KING. 
DO NOT BE AFRAID TO TRUST 

GOD WITH YOUR LIFE AND 
LEAN INTO YOUR DEEP, 

INHERENT LONGING FOR 
CHRIST.”

Christ’s second coming as well as the Advent of 
Christ in every aspect of our lives.

Meditating on the second coming of Christ reminds 
us that death and evil do not have the final word. 
In yearning for this victorious promise, we live in 
hopeful expectation that God will rid the world of 
all evil and establish his rule in the new heavens and 
earth.

Advent is a time of longing for redemption. What 
bad habits, jealousy, envy, undesirable relationships 
or vices do we need to be redeemed from? What 
may be blocking us from living in the Holy Spirit’s 
peace, joy, or generosity?

Robert E. Webber, author of Ancient-Future 
Time, challenges us to consider the basics of our 
relationship to God through Jesus Christ:

Do I really believe in Christ? Have I put my hope 
and trust in him? Do I see the future through the 
eyes of the one who came to redeem the world from 
the power of evil? Is there a longing within me for 
him to be formed within, to take up residence in 
my personal life, in my home, and in my vocation? 
These are not easy questions to answer… We must 
be attentive to our spiritual discipline and long for 
God to break in on us with new life.[3]

Remember that you were created to love and be 
loved by the Lord Jesus, your Creator and your 
King. Do not be afraid to trust God with your 
life and lean into your deep, inherent longing 

for Christ. This Advent, may these ancient lyrics 
awaken your hearts to Christ our Savior, who is with 
us and for us: “O come, O come, Emmanuel, and 
ransom captive Israel.”

Here are some spiritual practices to consider during 
Advent:

• Simplicity – Practice the great art of letting 
go. Reorganize your priorities so that they flow from 
loving and serving God above all else. Root your 
identity in God’s love, not wealth and possessions.[4]

• Slowing – Choose to be intentional about 
slowing down during one of the busiest and most 
stressful times of the year. Ask God to help you live 
in the present moment and fight the addiction to 
busyness and constant activity. Realize that life only 
happens in the now.

• Solitude – Prioritize time and space to be 
alone with God without distractions. In a season 
when plans are made to reunite with loved ones, 
solitude may seem counterintuitive. However, even 
brief moments of solitude may be exactly what we 
need to recenter ourselves in God’s presence and 
free ourselves from the expectations of other people. 
Solitude also provides valuable space to practice 
other spiritual disciplines like Bible study, prayer, or 
journaling.

Be blessed, as you bless God with your time and 
attention this Advent season!

[1] Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Time: Forming Spirituality through the Christian 

Year (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2004), 51.

[2] Ibid., 38.

[3] Ibid., 52-53.

[4] Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 74.

Jillian Morrison is the Associate Pastor, Glendora, CA



GCI’s weekend celebration in Bridlington in 
September was attended by around 35-40 people 
from across the UK which, because of a late venue 
change, was held across three locations in the town.

The day before the celebration it was announced 
that Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II had passed 
away, and so each morning began with a reflection 
on some of her Christmas messages where she 
openly shared her faith as a committed Christian.  

Sermons centred on the theme for our celebration 
which was based on 1 John 4:10-11, ‘This is love: 
not that we loved God, but that he loved us and 
sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.  
Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought 
to love one another.’ These were supplemented 
by interactive seminars on ‘Disciples who make 
disciples’ and how bread-making can be used in 
spreading the gospel. Social activities included 
the ever-popular quiz evening, and trips to Denys 
Fell’s care farm and a local wildlife park. This year’s 
music evening was particularly special as over the 
weekend Geoff Stilwell taught a small group to play 
the ukulele and they treated the audience to several 
renditions. 

BY BARRY ROBINSON
info@gracecom.church

BRIDLINGTON 
CELEBRATION 2022
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On the Sunday morning Clare Nelson, the 
Northern Regional Partnerships Manager for 
Compassion UK, gave an informative and moving 
presentation on their work of ‘releasing children 
from poverty in Jesus’s name’.   

There was a wonderfully positive and warm 
atmosphere throughout the celebration this year, as 
everyone enjoyed getting together to worship and 
fellowship, exemplifying the themed scripture of 
showing love to one another. 

One comment received was ‘we wish it could have 
been longer’. If this is how you felt, or you were 
sorry to miss out this year, don’t worry we will be 
holding a celebration in Bridlington in 2023 from 
Friday 22 September to Monday 25 September. As 
with this year, we are planning a full programme 
on all four days so if you are thinking of coming 
it would be good to book accommodation from 
Thursday 21 September to Tuesday 26 September 
2023.

My thanks go out to everyone who attended and 
served in so many ways to make the celebration a 
truly wonderful experience, and I look forward to 
seeing you there next year.
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As in previous years, GCI held a weeklong Autumn 
Celebration at Beverley Park in Paignton from 
1 to 9 October. Members were once again able to 
get together for worship, teaching and fellowship. 
Sermons, seminars, prayer meetings, worship, 
communions, and many of the social events, were 
held at Beverley Park. Social activities included 
a royal-themed afternoon tea, a cheese and wine 
evening, a quiz, a barbecue & disco, a children’s 
party, a steam train trip to Dartmouth, a crazy 
golf competition and the “Irish House Party”, an 
idea borrowed from our Irish Celebration, where 
attendees come ready to sing, play a musical 
instrument or read poetry. 

This year’s Celebration theme had an outward 
theme. Representatives from a local church-led 
drop-in centre and the church-led foodbank gave 
presentations to us, and we volunteered with them. 
In addition to this, Gary Glenister, pastor of the 
Llanelli GCI congregation, gave a sermon where 
he talked about the work the congregation does in 
ministering to the homeless people in the town. 
GCI Regional Pastor, Jackie Mill, delivered a sermon 
highlighting GCI UK’s work with young people, 
particularly with regard to our Adventure Camp and 
Summer Educational Programme.

What was evident was people’s desire to be there 
and their happiness at being able to be together. The 
presence of the Holy Spirit was obvious and resulted 
in a wonderful atmosphere of unity and love. So 
great was the experience that, due to demand, a 
weeklong Celebration has been booked for Beverley 
Park for 2023. The first event is planned for the 
evening of Monday 9 October, with the last activity 
being the evening of Sunday 15. Beverley Park 
have given us a special seven-night deal from the 
afternoon of 9 October until the morning of 16 
October, with accommodation from £399 for the 
whole of that period (partial bookings are also 
available for those not able to be there for the week). 

BY ANTHONY DADY
info@gracecom.church

To book your place, phone Beverley Park on 01803 
843887 and tell them that you are a part of GCI. 

Thank you to so many people who worked so hard 
to make this year’s Celebration such a success. 
Most of all we thank Jesus for the amazing privilege 
of being in his presence with his people. It was a 
wonderful time, and one we look forward to reliving 
next year!

PAIGNTON 
CELEBRATION
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BY IRENE WILSON
info@gracecom.church
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IT IS WHAT IT IS ...
OR IS IT?

In life there are certain inevitabilities. The Bible tells 
us that it is appointed for us to die once: ‘And just 
as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that 
comes judgment, so Christ, having been offered 
once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second 
time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are 
eagerly waiting for him.’ (Hebrews 9:27-28).

It can understandably be devastating for someone 
to receive a negative prognosis on their health; fear 
and gloom descend upon them. According to the 
statisticians one out of two people will experience 
cancer.1 Some can adopt a pragmatic approach – ‘It 
is what it is.’  Whilst there is ever increasing progress 
being made in the field of cancer research, there is 
still a dread of the word and what it may portend.

We Christians have no need of either fear or 
pragmatism when it comes to our demise. We are 
promised a life so glorious it is too much for us to 
comprehend at this time. Our future would quite 
literally blow our minds were we to grasp it now. Ill 
health is not ‘what it is’. There is a wonderful life 
waiting to be lived in Jesus Christ.  

Our passports to that life were written in His blood: 
‘But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we 
await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will 
transform our lowly body to be like his glorious 
body, by the power that enables him even to subject 
all things to himself.’ (Philippians 3:20-21). Not 

only that, but in Matthew 28:20 we are promised 
company on the journey – none other than Jesus 
Christ, our brother and Saviour. 

No matter what befalls us – we have the promises 
made by the very Son of God. His sufferings change 
our own views, whether pragmatic, or one of doom 
and gloom, to one of glorious hope.

Prayer -Wonderful Father, thank you for your precious 
Son Jesus who has underwritten our future by His 
sacrifice – thank you Father, Son, and Holy Spirit for 
your amazing love that never leaves us. Amen.

Irene Wilson is a Deaconess in the Watford congregation 
of Grace Communion International, and also serves on 
the Pastoral Council.


