Hanukkah - Jewish festival
The triumph of the few over the many and the weak over the strong, and the faith in one miracle-making god is celebrated on the Jewish festival of Hanukkah.

Jerusalem was ruled as part of the Seleucid Dynasty beginning in about 198 BC. One member of the dynasty in particular, Antiochus Epiphanes IV, who ruled from 175 to 163 BC, brought Greek culture to the land of Israel and insisted that the Jews living there worship the pagan gods idolized by the Seleucid Greeks. 


Mattathias, a high priest from the village of Modi'in, led a revolt against the rule of Antiochus. When Antiochus ordered the Jews to make animal sacrifices and pay homage to Greek gods and pagan idols, Mattathias refused.

Antiochus threatened those refusing to abandon their Judaism with the death penalty, and his armies desecrated the Temple in Jerusalem. The small army of Jews was led by Mattathias and subsequently by his son Judas Maccabaeus, or Judah Maccabee. 
 

The Maccabees regained access to the Temple in Jerusalem after seven years of fighting. In 165 BC the Maccabees purified and rededicated the Temple. The festival of Hanukkah took its name from the Hebrew word for dedication. 

A later story found in the Jewish oral law compiled in the Talmud told of a small vial of oil found by the Maccabees when they came into the Temple. There was enough oil to last for only one night, but the oil miraculously lasted for eight nights, during which time Judah Maccabee was able to obtain fine fresh oil for the temple lamps. 

Some scholars believe that this story was added to move the focus of the story from the military victory to the sacred realm of God and miracles. Hanukkah became known as both the Festival of Lights and the Festival of Dedication.

The holiday, which is not a holy day requiring fasting or praying, has been celebrated continuously for thousands of years by Jews all over the world. It begins on the 25th of the Jewish month of Kislev, which usually falls sometime in the civil month of December, and is celebrated for eight nights to commemorate the eight days during which the oil lasted. 

The holiday involves worship that is centered more in the home than in the synagogue. People light candles on a menorah, or hanukkiah, adding a new candle for each night. 

Two blessings are said each night: one is a blessing over the candles, and the other is in remembrance of the miracle of the oil. An extra blessing of thanksgiving is added on the first night. The menorah is displayed prominently in a family's window. 

The foods prepared for Hanukkah include latkes, or potato pancakes fried in oil, and round donuts, called sufganiyot, that are filled with jelly and fried in oil. 

Yule
Yule, also known as Midwinter and the Winter Solstice, when the nights are at their longest. Yuletide, honors the return of the sun which it was believed in so doing would ensure a bountiful crop and healthy livestock. 


To Wiccans and Pagans of most traditions, the Sun represents the male aspect of Deity. His death and rebirth on the Winter Solstice is viewed as the death of the old solar year and the birth of the new. 

It is generally accepted that the date of Christmas (also known as Yule-day)is an arbitrary one, chosen to coincide with the Pagan solstice celebration. Pagans celebrated the birth of the son of the Babylonian Queen of Heaven before the fourth century, when many Christians began to observe Christmas on the 25th of December. 


Yuletide (Norse) lasts from December 20th through December 31st. It begins on "Mother Night" and ends twelve days later on "Yule Night"; hence the "Twelve Days of Christmas" tradition. See Mother Christmas
The Norse word for Yule means "Wheel." In ancient Chaldee, the word yule meant "infant" or "little child", in old english the word means "jolly". The concept of the Old Father Time and the Baby New Year have these same pagan overtones as well. Each are views of the old being replaced by the new, the ever recurring cycle of life. 

The use of candles as decorations and ritual objects (e.g. Christian tradition of leaving a candle burning in the window to signify welcome) indicates the importance of honoring the deities of light. The use of Yule candles is believed to stem from the rites held on the eve of the Ancient Babylonian God's festival, part of whose worship involved having lighted wax candles on the altars.

Saturnalia
In Rome, around the time of the winter solstice, there was a great festival called Saturnalia, or the feast of Saturn, the God of Agriculture.
Timing of Saturnalia varied during the course of Roman history. Originally the feast days for Saturn was December 17 and Ops - Goddess of Plenty/ Mother Earth; partner to Saturn and Consus (was celebrated on December 19). With the introduction of the Julian calendar, Saturnalia was celebrated on December 17 & 18; Opalia on December 19 & 20. The festival was extended to a week during the empire (December 17-23); longer than other holidays.

This was a period of great revelry. Slave and master were treated as equals for the entirety of the festival. Paper Hats -- soft hats (pilei) were worn at Saturnalia banquets to signify informality. One slave was chosen to be the "temporary" master, wearing the royal purple hat and being called "The Lord of Misrule." 

Legacies of Saturnalia include Religious Rituals, Peace,Charity,
Deities were honored: Saturn (Santa and Father Time) and Ops (Holy Mother). 
Candles were lit and new fires kindled to represent the new Solar year. 


The beginning of the Solar year was celebrated with music, dancing, games, masquerades, gambling and jokes. Prayers were said for the protection of Winter crops. 


As with contemporary holiday celebrations people relaxed with friends and family, feasting and drinking. Holly, was given with gifts, homes were decorated with wreaths and garlands. 
Presents given included dolls to children, candles to friends, coins and pastry. 
Kwanzaa – African American festival
Celebrated around the world by millions of people of African descent, the week-long holiday of Kwanzaa was developed by the American scholar and activist Maulana Karenga in 1966. Kwanzaa celebrates African family, community, and culture.

It is based on African harvest celebrations, and the name comes from the Swahili for "first fruits of harvest."  Celebrated from December 26th to January 1st, it is based on Nguzo Saba (seven guiding principles), one for each day of the observance:.

Each night, one or more of seven candles arranged in a candleholder--one black, three red, and three green--is lit, and one of seven principles (Nguzo Saba) is discussed: unity, self-determination, collective work, cooperative economics, purpose, creativity, and faith. These are considered the highest ethical and cultural values and are also known as the seven principles of African American community development. 

Umoja (OO-MO-JAH) Unity stresses the importance of togetherness for the family and the community, which is reflected in the African saying, "I am We," or "I am because We are." 


Kujichagulia (KOO-GEE-CHA-GOO-LEE-YAH) Self-Determination: define common interests and make decisions that are in the best interest of family and community. 


Ujima (OO-GEE-MAH) Collective Work and Responsibility: to remind people of obligations to the past, present and future, and the role must play in the community, society, and world. 


Ujamaa (OO-JAH-MAH) Cooperative economics: emphasizing collective economic strength and encourages the necessity to meet common needs through mutual support. 


Nia (NEE-YAH) To encourage reflection and to set personal goals that are beneficial to the community. 

Kuumba (KOO-OOM-BAH) Creativity: to make use of creative energies to build and maintain a strong and vibrant community.

 
Imani (EE-MAH-NEE) Faith: focuses on honoring traditions, drawing upon the best in oneself, and to strive for a higher level of life for humankind, by affirming self-worth and ability to succeed and triumph in times of struggle. 

Kwanzaa is represented by seven symbols: crops, a mat, a candleholder, the seven candles, ears of corn, gifts, and a unity cup, the Kikome Cha Umoja. All seven symbols are put on a straw mat. The celebrants use the unity cup to pour libations for the ancestors, and they drink from it to reinforce unity in the family and community.

The candles are lit alternately from left to right. On the first night, the black candle in the center, symbolizing the black people, is lit; on the second night, the black one and the first candle to its left, a red one, symbolizing their struggle; on the third night, the first two and the green one to the right of the black one, which symbolizes the future and hope which comes from the struggle; and so on each night, alternating left to right.

Gifts such as books or heritage symbols relating to the history, culture, or community of African Americans are exchanged; they are primarily given to children, but other family members can exchange gifts.

Christmas – A Christian Holiday

The history of Christmas dates back over 4000 years. Many of our Christmas traditions were celebrated centuries before the Christ child was born. The 12 days of Christmas, the bright fires, the yule log, the giving of gifts, carnivals (parades) with floats, carolers who sing while going from house to house, the holiday feasts, and the church processions can all be traced back to the early Mesopotamians. 

Many of these traditions began with the Mesopotamian celebration of New Years. The Mesopotamians believed in many gods, and as their chief god - Marduk. Each year as winter arrived it was believed that Marduk would do battle with the monsters of chaos. To assist Marduk in his struggle the Mesopotamians held a festival for the New Year. This was Zagmuk, the New Year's festival that lasted for 12 days. 

The Mesopotamian king would return to the temple of Marduk and swear his faithfulness to the god. The traditions called for the king to die at the end of the year and to return with Marduk to battle at his side. 

To spare their king, the Mesopotamians used the idea of a "mock" king. A criminal was chosen and dressed in royal clothes. He was given all the respect and privileges of a real king. At the end of the celebration the "mock" king was stripped of the royal clothes and slain, sparing the life of the real king. 

The Persians and the Babylonians celebrated a similar festival called the Sacaea. Part of that celebration included the exchanging of places, the slaves would become the masters and the masters were to obey. 

Early Europeans believed in evil spirits, witches, ghosts and trolls. As the Winter Solstice approached, with its long cold nights and short days, many people feared the sun would not return. Special rituals and celebrations were held to welcome back the sun. 

In Scandinavia during the winter months the sun would disappear for many days. After thirty-five days scouts would be sent to the mountain tops to look for the return of the sun. When the first light was seen the scouts would return with the good news. A great festival would be held, called the Yuletide, and a special feast would be served around a fire burning with the Yule log. Great bonfires would also be lit to celebrate the return of the sun. In some areas people would tie apples to branches of trees to remind themselves that spring and summer would return. 

The ancient Greeks held a festival similar to that of the Zagmuk/Sacaea festivals to assist their god Kronos who would battle the god Zeus and his Titans. 

The Roman's celebrated their god Saturn. Their festival was called Saturnalia which began the middle of December and ended January 1st. With cries of "Jo Saturnalia!" the celebration would include masquerades in the streets, big festive meals, visiting friends, and the exchange of good-luck gifts called Strenae (lucky fruits). 

The Romans decked their halls with garlands of laurel and green trees lit with candles. Again the masters and slaves would exchange places. 

"Jo Saturnalia!" was a fun and festive time for the Romans, but the Christians though it an abomination to honor the pagan god. The early Christians wanted to keep the birthday of their Christ child a solemn and religious holiday, not one of cheer and merriment as was the pagan Saturnalia. 

But as Christianity spread they were alarmed by the continuing celebration of pagan customs and Saturnalia among their converts. At first the Church forbid this kind of celebration. But it was to no avail. Eventually it was decided that the celebration would be tamed and made into a celebration fit for the Christian Son of God. 

Some legends claim that the Christian "Christmas" celebration was invented to compete against the pagan celebrations of December. The 25th was not only sacred to the Romans but also the Persians whose religion Mithraism was one of Christianity's main rivals at that time. The Church eventually was successful in taking the merriment, lights, and gifts from the Saturanilia festival and bringing them to the celebration of Christmas. 

The exact day of the Christ child's birth has never been pinpointed. Traditions say that it has been celebrated since the year 98 AD. In 137 AD the Bishop of Rome ordered the birthday of the Christ Child celebrated as a solemn feast. In 350 AD another Bishop of Rome, Julius I, choose December 25th as the observance of Christmas. 

