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The Christian Holiday Cycle 
by  Pau l  K ive l  

 
 
Holidays are great when they reaffirm our connections to family 
and friends, when they are inclusive, when they build community, 
when they honor our true history and leaders. Holidays are also 
important when they celebrate significant religious and cultural 
events and connect us to our deepest communal and spiritual 
values. However, holidays can be destructive when they celebrate 
war, militarism, colonialism, when they are promoted aggressively, 
when corporations and other commercial interests use them to 
promote behaviors and values which are destructive to ourselves 
and our environment. Holidays become destructive and exclusive 
when they are proclaimed as universal but are actually culturally 
specific traditions, or when they are based on historical lies and 
perpetuate misinformation. We need to think seriously about what 
we celebrate and why—who is included or excluded in the 
celebration, and what values are implicitly or explicitly 
communicated. What are we telling our children and ourselves? 
What is being promoted?  
  
Christian ruling elites in the United States have established an 
annual holiday cycle which promotes certain values and behaviors 
which serve their needs. The cycle extols U.S. militarism/ 
triumphalism, the nuclear family, consumerism, whiteness, and 
heterosexuality. It downplays the violence in our history, holds up 
a few white Christian men for uncritical praise, and pushes a 
dominant Christian emphasis on faith, family, and country.  
 
For many in the U.S., this cycle has come to seem “traditional” 
even though it is constantly recreated and most of the holidays 
originated comparatively recently within the last 150 years. The 
holidays have come to feel familiar, family-centered, uniting, and 
just plain “American,” even though, for millions of people in this 
country, they can be painful, exclusionary, and alienating. Most of 
these holidays serve to cover over historical truth, the diversity and 
divisions in our society, and to further marginalize non-Christian 
groups and non-white people, and to fuel patriotic fervor that leads 
to further war.   
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Most of our national holidays are seen as secular, even though their 
underpinnings are deeply Christian. Even Christmas and Easter are 
viewed as secular by many. (I have been told that the phrase 
“Merry Christmas” in bold letters on the public buses in my city is 
not religious but merely a general holiday greeting.)  
 
Everyone should have the right to celebrate any holiday they wish. 
However, our commitment to the separation of church and state, 
and our commitment not to lie to ourselves and our children should 
lead us to question the way that holidays serve the interests of 
ruling elites, and promote specifically Christian values and beliefs 
that are not shared by millions of people in this country. These 
holidays promote dangerous myths of the great accomplishments 
and benevolence of white Christian men, crowd out and 
marginalize others religious and spiritual practices, and perpetuate 
myths and lies about our history.    
 
What might our holidays look like if they included and celebrated 
all of us and challenged dominant western Christianity rather than 
holding it up for praise? 
 
New Year’s Eve 
 
New Year’s Eve/Day is clearly a Christian holiday. New Year’s 
day for Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Chinese, Vietnamese, Mayans, and 
many Native peoples happens at other times of the annual cycle 
according to other calendars. Christian dominance means that 
Christian New Year is seen as normal, natural, and universal and 
every other culture’s celebration is exotic, unusual, and at least 
slightly strange. The fact that the Christian calendar has been 
imposed by western countries on the rest of the world, even though 
those in the West are a minority in the world, is never 
acknowledged. Western imperialism has brought us a universal 
calendar. At the same time, most people in the world operate 
simultaneously with a second, culturally specific calendar and a set 
of celebrations and calibrations which guide their community life. 
Many of these calendars are lunar based and have a very different 
rhythm than the solar-based Christian calendar. And yet we say 
“Happy New Year” as if this calendar was universal and we might 
say “Happy Chinese New Year” or “Happy Jewish New Year” to 
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note that these are culturally specific. In actuality, it would be 
more accurate to say “Happy Christian New Year” on January 1.1 
 
Washington’s birthday (President’s Day) 
 
Washington’s birthday is now celebrated as President’s Day in 
February. Washington is extolled in our history books as a man of 
dignity, integrity, and honesty (remember the cherry tree story). 
The actual man was very different.  
 
George Washington was probably the richest man in colonial 
Britain in his time. He was not self-made. He inherited 10 slaves as 
an adolescent and eventually owned 100. He worked his slaves 
hard, watched them closely, broke up families, and sent recalcitrant 
slaves to the West Indies.  
 
Washington also made tremendous profits from the wars against 
the Indians and the selling of Indian land in the Ohio River Valley. 
In other words, he was a Christian making himself rich through 
slavery and genocide at the height of Christian-based colonialism. 
Robert Carter, the richest landowner in the colonies, who owned 
nearly 500 slaves, freed his slaves during his lifetime, whereas 
Washington freed his slaves in his will to go into effect after his 
wife died. Robert Carter was also a Christian, but the dominant 
view of Christendom during this period was that slavery was 
perfectly acceptable and so we know little about Robert Carter and 
the first biography of his life was only published in 2006.   
 
Does it help us that the change to “President’s Day” in the 1980s 
has shifted the focus from only Washington to all of the 
presidents? Only somewhat. Almost all of the presidents until 
Lincoln were slave-owners. All of our presidents actively 
participated in, condoned, and were supportive of the genocide, 
military conquest, land theft, displacement, and destruction of 
indigenous people’s cultures in the United States, up to and 
including recent ones. Every president has believed in the manifest 
destiny of the United States to actively expand across the continent 
and throughout the world to Christianize and “civilize” other 

                                                
1 The Romans eventually settled on the Julian calendar which had January 1st as the start of the year but many 
European countries used other annual starting dates, most prominently March 25th, the day of the Annunciation. It was 
only during the sixteenth century during the period that Pope Gregory XIII officially set the Gregorian calendar (1582) 
that most Christian countries aligned their annual cycles with a January first start date. England only moved New 
Year’s from March 25th to January 1st in 1752.    
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countries. Our presidents have been (somewhat) diverse in beliefs 
and actions but they have been uniform in pursuing the 
concentration of wealth for the ruling class (to which they have 
mostly belonged), and the disenfranchisement of all those who 
were not white Christian men. With few exceptions, they have 
promoted war and militarism against Muslims, Arabs, Jews, 
pagans, and infidels both here and abroad. They have also provided 
leadership in difficult times and promoted specific policies and 
legislation that have been beneficial, especially when pushed to do 
so by widespread public pressure. Having a holiday which 
unilaterally extols our presidents without acknowledging the 
complexities and contradictions of their beliefs, actions, and lives 
simply reinforces the myth that we should uncritically accept 
benevolent white Christian men as our leaders.     
 
St. Valentine’s Day 
 
St. Valentine’s Day was established by Pope Gelasius in 496, not 
long after Christianity became the official religion of the Roman 
Empire. Because the Church could not otherwise abolish the long-
established pagan fertility and spring planting celebration of 
Lupercalia, which was localized to Rome and celebrated on 
February 15, it declared a saint’s day to honor two Christian 
martyrs, Valentine of Rome (a priest) and Valentine of Terni (a 
bishop).  
 
There is no association between the holiday and romantic love 
until Chaucer wrote a romantic poem “The Parliament of Fowls.” 
During the following period of “courtly love,” a tradition 
developed of St. Valentine’s Day as a day for lovers, particularly 
to compose and send  love poems to their beloved.  
  
It was only around 1800 that the day became more popular and by 
the 1840s there was a growing greeting card industry a “tradition” 
of giving cards, candy, and presents.  
 
Good Friday/Easter 
  
Easter is obviously a Christian holiday overlaid on Solstice, pagan, 
and Jewish traditions. It is based on spring rites of fertility (eggs 
and the Easter bunny), on alignment with the cycle of the seasons 
including the solstices and equinoxes, and Good Friday 
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commemorates the Jewish Passover service that Jesus shared with 
his followers before his murder by the Romans. 
  
Today Easter may seem like a secular event to many Christians but 
no one would mistake the Presidential Easter Egg Hunt on the 
White House lawn for a non-Christian event.  
 
Mother’s Day 
 
Over the centuries the Church had established the fourth Sunday in 
Lent as a day for people to celebrate the church in which they were 
baptized—their “Mother Church”—by decorating the church with 
jewels, flowers, and other offerings. At times this event also 
included celebration of Mary as the mother of Jesus.  
 
By the 17th century Christians had extended this holiday to honor 
actual mothers. Called Mothering Day, it was a day for families to 
unite and to give mothers some respite from their work. It was a 
worker’s holiday and provided a break from the fasting of Lent. 
The Puritans eventually squelched the celebration of this holiday, 
as they did the revelries of Christmas, because they considered 
them too festive. 
 
A Mother’s Day for Peace was called for by social activist and 
Unitarian Julia Ward Howe after the Civil War in 1870. She wrote 
the Mother’s Day Proclamation as a call for peace and 
disarmament and to unite women against war. In 1873 the holiday 
was celebrated in 18 North American cities but without federal 
support such celebrations died out within a few years. Despite the 
eloquence of her appeal, Howe failed to get formal recognition of a 
Mother's Day for Peace.  
 
In 1907 Anna M. Jarvis passed out 500 white carnations at her 
mother’s church, St. Andrew’s Methodist Episcopal Church in 
Grafton, West Virginia—one for each mother in the congregation. 
She wanted to establish a memorial day for women to honor her 
mother’s attempts at establishing a Mother’s friendship day after 
the Civil war. The first Mother's Day service was celebrated the 
following year on May 10, in the same church. Anna M. Jarvis 
chose Sunday to be Mother's Day because she intended the day to 
be commemorated and treated as a Christian holy day. With the 
backing of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and 
the World Sunday School Association, Jarvis launched a 
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successful campaign and in 1914 President Woodrow Wilson 
proclaimed the first national Mother's Day as a day for American 
citizens to show the flag in honor of those mothers whose sons had 
died in war.  
 
Mother's Day Proclamation 

 
Arise, then, women of this day! 
Arise, all women who have hearts, 
Whether our baptism be of water or of tears! 
 
Say firmly: 
"We will not have great questions decided by irrelevant agencies, 
Our husbands will not come to us, reeking with carnage, for 
caresses and applause. 
Our sons shall not be taken from us to unlearn 
All that we have been able to teach them of charity, mercy and 
patience. 
We, the women of one country, will be too tender of those of 
another country 
To allow our sons to be trained to injure theirs." 
 
From the bosom of the devastated Earth a voice goes up with our 
own. 
It says: "Disarm! Disarm! The sword of murder is not the balance 
of justice." 
Blood does not wipe out dishonor, nor violence indicate 
possession. 
As men have often forsaken the plough and the anvil at the 
summons of war, 
Let women now leave all that may be left of home for a great and 
earnest day of counsel. 
 
Let them meet first, as women, to bewail and commemorate the 
dead. 
Let them solemnly take counsel with each other as to the means 
Whereby the great human family can live in peace, 
Each bearing after his own time the sacred impress, not of Caesar, 
But of God. 
 
In the name of womanhood and humanity, I earnestly ask 
That a general congress of women without limit of nationality 
May be appointed and held at someplace deemed most convenient 
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And at the earliest period consistent with its objects, 
To promote the alliance of the different nationalities, 
The amicable settlement of international questions, 
The great and general interests of peace. 2 
 
Memorial Day and Veterans Day3 
 
These holidays to celebrate those soldiers who have died in U.S. 
fought wars and those who have served in the U.S. military do not 
have an explicitly Christian basis. It is worth noting, however, that 
white male Christian soldiers were widely rewarded for their 
wartime efforts with jobs, land, educational opportunities, 
government loans, and public recognition. They were also 
recognized and honored after their deaths and their surviving 
family members often received various benefits. This was seldom 
true for soldiers and non-combatant veterans who were African 
American, Latino, Native American or Asian American. Slaves 
who fought in the colonial army rarely even gained their freedom. 
Today our military cemeteries are filled with acres of white crosses 
often as a “generic” marking of the graves of soldiers Christian or 
not.  
 
Independence Day—The Fourth of July 
  
July 4 was the day that the two-day old colonial congress approved 
the Declaration of Independence. It was only in 1870 that Congress 
made Independence Day an unpaid holiday for federal employees. 
In 1938 it became a paid federal holiday.  
  
While mostly a long list of grievances against the English 
government, the Declaration of Independence itself refers to a 
Christian god in different places with such phrases as “the laws of 
nature and of nature’s God,” “all men … are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights,” and it concludes by 
stating that “…with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our 
Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.” 
  

                                                
2 This is one stanza from Howe’s Mother’s Day Proclamation. The full document is available at 
http://www.mothersdaycentral.com/about-mothersday/history/.  
3 Memorial Day is to mourn for soldiers who have died in U.S wars. Veterans Day is to honor those who have served in 
the military. 
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The phrase near the opening of the Declaration “all men are 
created equal” was not a universal statement. It meant specifically 
white Christian men of property. The Constitution which was to 
follow laid out this assumption clearly and went so far as to declare 
that not only would slaves be disenfranchised in the new republic, 
but they would count for 3/5ths of a person for the electoral 
representation of each colony in the new government.  
  
At the time of the signing of the Declaration of Independence 
millions of Africans were enslaved throughout the colonies, and 
Native Americans were being exterminated in vast areas of its 
territories. Although of differing Christian backgrounds, faiths and 
denominations, the signers of the Declaration saw themselves as a 
white male Christian fraternity creating a new country for their 
own benefit. Almost all of them were slave holders and some, such 
as Washington, had made huge sums of money off of the 
dispossession of Native Americans from their land. Their concept 
of independence was a sovereign white Christian nation on equal 
footing with other white Christian nations such as France, England, 
and Spain.  
  
In 1852 Frederick Douglas wrote a powerful speech (see below) 
calling out the hypocrisy of the lavish celebrations of July Fourth 
and the success of the United States as a democracy when slavery 
was still a keystone of the economic, political, and legal life of the 
nation. In an irony of which Douglas was probably well aware, the 
British Empire had abolished slavery in 1833, nearly 20 years 
earlier, and had been vigorously attacking the slave trading system 
since 1808. No one can say what might have happened with 
certainty, but if the United States had remained part of the British 
Empire, in 1852 Douglas might have already enjoyed twenty years 
of freedom.  
   

 
Fellow citizens, pardon me, and allow me to ask, why am I 
called upon to speak here today? What have I or those I 
represent to do with your national independence? Are the 
great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, 
embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us? 
And am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering 
to the national altar, and to confess the benefits, and express 
devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from your 
independence to us?....  
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But such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of 
disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of this 
glorious anniversary! Your high independence only reveals the 
immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you 
this day rejoice are not enjoyed in common. The rich 
inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity, and independence 
bequeathed by your fathers is shared by you, not by me. The 
sunlight that brought life and healing to you has brought 
stripes and death to me. This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. 
You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into 
the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to 
join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and 
sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by 
asking me to speak today? If so, there is a parallel to your 
conduct. And let me warn you, that it is dangerous to copy the 
example of a nation (Babylon) whose crimes, towering up to 
heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, 
burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin.  
 
Fellow citizens, above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the 
mournful wail of millions, whose chains, heavy and grievous 
yesterday, are today rendered more intolerable by the jubilant 
shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not remember 
those bleeding children of sorrow this day, "may my right 
hand forget her cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof 
of my mouth!" 
 
To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs and to chime 
in with the popular theme would be treason most scandalous 
and shocking, and would make me a reproach before God and 
the world.  
 
My subject, then, fellow citizens, is "American Slavery." I shall 
see this day and its popular characteristics from the slave's 
point of view. Standing here, identified with the American 
bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to 
declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this 
nation never looked blacker to me than on this Fourth of 
July….  
 
What to the American slave is your Fourth of July? I answer, a 
day that reveals to him more than all other days of the year, 
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the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant 
victim. To him your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty 
an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; 
your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your shouts 
of liberty and equality, hollow mock; your prayers and hymns, 
your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade 
and solemnity, are to him mere bombast, fraud, deception, 
impiety, and hypocrisy - a thin veil to cover up crimes which 
would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation of the 
earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are 
the people of these United States at this very hour.  
 
Go search where you will, roam through all the monarchies 
and despotisms of the Old World, travel through South 
America, search out every abuse and when you have found the 
last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this 
nation, and you will say with me that, for revolting barbarity 
and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival. 
 
 --Frederick Douglass - July 4, 18524 
  
 
Columbus Day (in some places referred to as Indigenous 
People’s day and as Dia de la Raza throughtout the Americas) 
 
Even by the standards of his day Columbus was an extreme 
Christian who saw his voyages as attempts to meet up with the 
kingdom of Prester John (a mythical Christian ruler in east Africa) 
and from there unite to reconquer and rebuild Jerusalem. He was 
viciously violent, brutal in his suppression of Native People’s in 
the Americas, condoned rape of Native women, and sent 
indigenous people back to Europe as slaves. He hung rebellious 
infidels in groups of 13, the number representing Jesus and his 
apostles. In a letter to the Spanish court dated February 15, 1492 
(before his departure), Columbus clearly delineated his goals "to 
conquer the world, spread the Christian faith and regain the Holy 
Land and the Temple Mount."5 He did not find gold (nor Asia) but 
he did find slaves for which he was grateful. He wrote, “Let us in 

                                                
4 Available at http://www.freemaninstitute.com/douglass.htm.  
5 “The Myth of American” by Jamail, Dahr and Jason Coppola, October 12, 2009 available at 
http://www.truthout.org/1012091.  
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the name of the Holy Trinity go on sending all the slaves that can 
be sold."6 
 
Those Indigenous Peoples who were not enslaved were killed. The 
population of Haiti at the time of Columbus's arrival was between 
1.5 million and 3 million. Sixty years and five Columbus 
expeditions later every single native had been murdered.7 
 
During his voyages Columbus was carrying out Papal policies of 
“discovery” which gave him divine sanction for the theft of Native 
lands and the destruction of Native peoples on the grounds that 
they were not Christian. Even his economic motives had Christian 
undertones. He wanted to discover riches so that the rulers of Spain 
could afford to launch a new crusade to reclaim the Holy Land. His 
voyages were probably at least partially funded from wealth stolen 
from Jews when they were expelled from Spain by the Christian 
monarchs in 1492. Columbus and other Christian invaders like him 
set in motion a colossal genocide of tens of millions of Native 
Americans as Christianity was brought to the western hemisphere. 
What are we teaching children in the U.S. when we honor 
Columbus? 
 
Halloween 
  
Originally Halloween (from the Celtic phrase All Hallow’s Eve, 
earlier named Samhain) was a Celtic holiday celebrating the 
harvest and the preparation for winter. The western church overlaid 
many Christian holidays on pagan holy days. In the eighth century 
Pope Gregory III moved All Saint’s Day from the spring to All 
Hallow’s Eve.  
 
Many of the current customs practiced on the holiday were brought 
over to the U.S. by Catholic Irish immigrants during the years of 
the Great Famine, (1845-1852). Traditional Halloween figures 
include the Devil, demons, witches, and black cats, all of which are 
associated with evil by Christianity. In another sign of Christian 
influence the name “jack-o'-lantern” can be traced back to the Irish 
legend of Stingy Jack, a greedy, gambling, hard-drinking old 
farmer. He tricked the Devil into climbing a tree and trapped him 

                                                
6 “The Myth of American” by Jamail, Dahr and Jason Coppola, October 12, 2009 available at 
http://www.truthout.org/1012091. 
7 “The Myth of American” by Jamail, Dahr and Jason Coppola, October 12, 2009 available at 
http://www.truthout.org/1012091. 
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by carving a cross into the tree trunk. In revenge, the devil placed a 
curse on Jack, condemning him to forever wander the earth at night 
with the only light he had: a candle inside of a hollowed turnip.  
 
Thanksgiving 
  
Early New England colonists generally believed Native Americans 
to be infidels, devils, demons, and Canaanites. The colonists stole 
Indian food and land, killed them indiscriminately, and constantly 
attempted to convert them to Christianity. Puritan preachers in the 
colonies routinely referred to them as heathens, savages, devils, 
and wild animals. 
 
Most Native gestures of aid and compassion were met with further 
violence and land theft by the settlers. The historical evidence is 
not of a thanksgiving meal but of an invitation from the settlers to 
the Wampan-oag to a feast in order to negotiate a treaty for land 
that the Puritans wanted to settle on. The Wampan-oag already had 
a long history with white people, mostly European slavers and 
were not completely trusting of the settlers. They brought food to 
the gathering out of a sense of hospitality. Native peoples in 
general had long celebrated harvests with feasts but thanksgiving is 
an everyday value and ritual in many native communities.  
  
Within a generation, the balance of power had shifted to the white 
settlers. King Philip’s War ended with nearly the complete 
elimination of Native Peoples in New England. The Puritans had 
either killed them, driven them into French territory as refugees, or 
sold them into slavery in the Carolinas.8  
  
Thanksgiving promotes a false understanding of this period of U.S. 
history in which white Christians supposedly co-existed peacefully 
with Native Americans. It portrays Indians as generous but long-
gone—mysteriously vanished from the places that those “pilgrims” 
lived and live still. As we all well know, our nation was not 
founded on a practice of integrity and cooperation, but on theft and 
violence. The invaders knew the land was inhabited and intended 
to take it for their own use. Of necessity they accepted aid, but they 
did not intend to live peaceably unless the Native peoples willingly 
gave up their lands, converted to Christianity, or left the area. They 
regularly robbed Indian food stores, took what they could from 

                                                
8 “There Are Many thanksgiving Stories to Tell” by Chuck Larsen in Seale, Doris, et. al. Thanksgiving: A Native 
Perspective. Berkeley, CA: Oyate, 1995/98.  
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their homes, and dug up their graves and took items from them. 
For the Puritans, a thanksgiving was a religious holiday in which 
they would go to church and thank God for a specific event, such 
as the winning of a battle. Many of the early thanksgiving 
celebrations of the invaders were to give thanks to god that they 
had triumphed over the Indians and had been able to massacre so 
many.9 This is also illustrated in the written text of the 
Thanksgiving sermon delivered at Plymouth in 1623 by "Mather 
the Elder." In it, Mather the Elder gave special thanks to God for 
the devastating plague of smallpox which wiped out the majority 
of the Wampanoag Indians who had been their benefactors.10  
  
According to Beverly Slapin and Judy Dow, “It wasn’t until 
around the time of the American Revolution that the name 
‘Pilgrims’ came to be associated with the Plimoth settlers, and the 
‘Pilgrims’ became the symbol of American morality and Christian 
faith, fortitude, and family.”11 
 
Although often cited as a “secular” holiday, just an opportunity for 
families to get together and give thanks, most of the things we are 
thankful for are the result of the exploitation and violence that the 
U.S. has perpetrated around the world. This violence, including the 
theft of Native lands on which we celebrate the holiday, has been 
used not only to accumulate the material goods we enjoy, but also 
the safety we enjoy, the food we eat, and the ability of people to 
travel to spend time together. The holiday ensures that the white 
Christian invasion of this country and the genocide against Native 
peoples remains invisible and that Native peoples today remain 
stereotyped, marginalized and continually exploited. Thanksgiving 
is a time of mourning for many Native Americans and their allies.  
 
To extend an analogy that Robert Jensen makes in his article about 
why he doesn’t celebrate Thanksgiving, imagine that the Turks 
declared a day of Thanksgiving for the friendship between Turks 
and Armenians in the 19th century and ignored or denied the 

                                                
9 For example, the thanksgiving celebration after the massacre of Pequot men, women, and children at Mystic Fort. 9 
For more details see, “Deconstructing the Myths of ‘The First Thanksgiving’” 
by Judy Dow (Abenaki) and Beverly Slapin 
Revised 06/12/06 available at http://www.oyate.org/resources/shortthanks.html. 
10 “Teaching About Thanksgiving: An Introduction” by Chuck Larsen 1987. Available at 
http://www.2020tech.com/thanks/temp.html.  
11 “Deconstructing the Myths of ‘The First Thanksgiving’” 
by Judy Dow (Abenaki) and Beverly Slapin 
Revised 06/12/06 available at http://www.oyate.org/resources/shortthanks.html.  
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genocide of Armenians in the twentieth century; imagine that the 
Hutu declared a day of Thanksgiving for the peaceful relationship 
between the Hutu and the Tutsi in the 1950s and ‘60s before the 
Rwandan genocide; imagine that the Germans created a day of 
Thanksgiving to celebrate the good relationships between the 
German Christians and the German Jews in the 1920s before the 
Holocaust. Imagine that Protestant Americans created a 
Thanksgiving holiday to celebrate friendly relationships between 
the Pilgrims and the Native Americans in New England in the 
decade before those Pilgrims killed, enslaved, or drove into exile 
almost all Native Peoples from the entire area. Would it make any 
difference to someone with a conscience that these holidays 
provided a welcomed time for families and friends to gather and 
enjoy food and conversation?12   
 
Christmas 
  
Christmas has had a checkered history as a Christian holiday. 
Originally a thinly veiled attempt to place a Christian overlay to 
the Winter Solstice celebration common throughout the Roman 
Empire, Christmas was never a particularly spiritual holiday. The 
noisy and festive celebrations that the early colonists brought over 
from England were so unsetting to the Puritans that they banned 
them in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. In fact, many of the 
dominant religious groups and churches in the colonies did not 
celebrate holy days such as Christmas.13 Even into the seventeenth 
century the holiday was marked by excess, carnality, and the social 
inversion of relationships of gender, age, and class (somewhat like 
Mardi Gras celebrations). In the late 19th century Christian male 
elites, such as the Knickerbockers—a group of New York 
gentlemen—began a systematic process of domesticating the 
holiday by moving its celebration from the rowdy public to a more 
quiet home setting.  
  
The people most influential in establishing Christmas were writers 
Washington Irving14 and Charles Dickens15 through their stories, 

                                                

12 “Why We Shouldn't Celebrate Thanksgiving” by Robert Jensen, AlterNet. Posted November 22, 2007. Available at 
http://www.alternet.org/story/68170/. 

13 “Santa Claus as an Icon of Grace” by Max A. Myers in Horsley and Tracy p. 197. In Massachusetts a five-shilling 
penalty was imposed on anyone found feasting or shirking work on Christmas Day. 
14 Irving’s history of New York invented the figure of Santa Claus and his Sketch Book portrayed a Christmas feast that 
set the standard fare to today.  



 

 
 

  Creative Commons Attribution- Noncommercial 3.0 United States License 2009  
   Paul Kivel, www.christianhegemony.org                       
  The Christian Holiday Cycle  15 
 
 

Clement C. Moore16 through a poem, Francis Church17 through an 
editorial, Thomas Nast through his cartoons, and Queen Victoria18 
through her very public celebrations of the new Christmas.19   
 
The entire Christmas holiday was created during this period. 
People were moved off of the streets and into churches and 
families gatherings and everyone was encouraged to give gifts to 
children. The rise of the department store and of advertising during 
this time further commercialized and “managed” the holiday. 
There have periodically been campaigns to “put Christ back in 
Christmas” but the fact is that he was never really there.  
  
By the end of the 19th century what was there was a white 
Christian, middle-class, heterosexual family buying presents, 
waiting for Santa Claus and his reindeer, singing songs about baby 
Jesus and piecing together the contradictory stories of Jesus’ birth 
in mythical “nativity plays.”  
  
False, consumer oriented, and spiritually bereft as Christmas is, 
nevertheless it provides a time for Christians to dominate the 
media and public discourse and to demonstrate the power of a 
hegemonic religion to marginalize all other systems of belief. 
Social calendars, school activities, public displays and 
observances, constant advertising, and media focus all reinforce 
Christian dominance and convey the message that everyone else is 
not quite normal, adequate, and completely “American” especially 
if they celebrate “un-American” exotic holidays such as Ramadan, 
Chinese New Year, or Chanukah. The Christian lament is often 
“Why can’t they stop being scrooges (or grinches) and get into the 
Christmas (shopping) spirit and stop attacking Christians.  
  
There is a set of dominant western Christian religious and moral 
values in the holiday that is conveyed through the central figure of 
Santa Claus. The authoritarian values normalizing the reward and 
punishment for good and bad behavior, the watchfulness and 
judgmentalness of god are memorized by the verses in “Santa 
Claus is Coming to Town”:  

                                                                                                                                            
15 Dickens toured extensively throughout England and the United States reading his story “A Christmas Carol” to 
enthralled audiences.  
16 Slave owning Clement C. Moore wrote “Twas the Night before Christmas”. 
17 Francis Church wrote one of the most famous editorials of all time “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus” in 1897.  
18 Queen Victoria’s family (but very public) Christmas tree was romanticized in the popular media and Christmas trees 
became must have components of every Christian family’s celebration.  
19 For more details Flynn, Tom. The Trouble With Christmas. Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1993. pps 96-108.   
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You better not shout,  
you better not cry, 
Better not pout,  
I’m telling you why 
Santa Claus is coming to town.  
He's making a list  
And checking it twice;  
Gonna find out 
Who's naughty and nice 
Santa Claus is coming to town.  
He sees you when you’re sleeping, 
He knows when you’re awake, 
He knows if you’ve been bad or good, 
So be good for goodness sake!20 
 
There are actually many parallels between Jesus/God and Santa. 
Although one is fat and jolly and the other is lean and serene, the 
similarities are striking. For example they are both all-seeing and 
all-knowing, they both reward and punish behavior (and even 
thoughts), they both are portrayed as living in white pure lands 
with assistants (elves and apostles), they are both immortal, both 
accept prayers (and letters) that pledge good behavior in return for 
favors, they both perform miracles (bottomless bag of toys/loaves 
and fishes), and they are both claimed to be universal in bringing 
good things to all people.21 Although Christmas was recreated as a 
secular commercial holiday in the nineteenth century in the United 
States and England, in Christian dominated cultures, Christian 
values are never far below the surface.   
 
The fact remains that, however loudly it is shouted, “merry 
Christmas” is not a secular (nor an “American”) phrase and the 
Christmas season is not a neutral cultural time. Christmas is the 
major capitalist shopping season22 masquerading as a secular 
Christian holiday in which everyone is assumed to want to and is 
invited to freely participate. Its overwhelming presence in our 
society has also turned it into a socially compulsory event from 
which there is no escape. As historian Richard Horsley writes 

                                                
20 Lyrics and song 1934 by J. Fred Coots and Haven Gillespie. 
21 See Flynn, pps 139-40.  
22 Approximately 40% of all retail sales in the U.S. occur in the Thanksgiving through Christmas shopping season. See 
Horsley, “Christmas: The Religion of Consumer Capitalism” p. 178. 
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…the multiple dimensions of the American Christmas, the 
most sustained, massive, and pervasive religious festival in 
history, indicates that we are fooling ourselves if we 
believe that there is a separation of religion and economics 
along with a separation of religion and politics in American 
society.”23  

 
For some Christians Christmas may represent simply a family-
friendly time to give gifts to children and to re-enact an historic 
event. But for non-Christians the symbolic and pervasive 
reenactment of the virgin birth of the son of god who has 
miraculously incarnated as a man to bring god’s truth and the hope 
of salvation to every person in the world stands as a persistent 
reminder of their differences with Christian faith.24 
  
Nowhere is the whiteness of the Christian holiday cycle more 
evident than in Christmas with the whiteness of the “‘Holy 
Family” and attending figures and the exceedingly white Santa 
Claus25. But the iconic white Pilgrim families (juxtaposed to the 
generic Native Americans, the blond Jesus on the Cross at Easter, 
the white soldiers mourned and celebrated on Memorial and 
Veterans Days, and the white Founding Fathers and presidents are 
a continual reminder throughout the year of whose holidays these 
really are.     
 
Journalism professor Robert Jensen has written:  

We don't define holidays individually—the idea of a 
holiday is rooted in its collective, shared meaning. When 
the dominant culture defines a holiday in a certain fashion, 
one can't pretend to redefine it in private. One either 
accepts the dominant definition or resists it, publicly and 
privately.26 

 
 
 
 

                                                
23 “Christmas: The Religion of Consumer Capitalism” by Richard Horsley in Horsley, Richard and James Tracy. 
Christmas Unwrapped: Consumerism, Christ, and Culture. Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2001. p. 173. 
24 I am paraphrasing Paula M. Cooey in “What Child is This” in Horsley and Tracy, p. 204. 
25 “What Child Is This?” by Paula M. Cooey in Horsley and Tracy pps 216-7.  

26 “Why We Shouldn't Celebrate Thanksgiving” By Robert Jensen, AlterNet. Posted November 22, 2007. Available at 
http://www.alternet.org/story/68170/.  
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Conclusion 
 
There are many efforts to reclaim some holidays and to abandon 
others. Some cities have proclaimed Columbus Day “Indigenous 
People’s Day” and sponsor education and alternative activities. 
Throughout the Americas there are Dia de la Raza events which 
not only protest Columbus Day activities but which are festivals 
that celebrate the survival, cultures, land claims, and diversity of 
Indigenous peoples.  
 
Native Americans and their allies have organized Indigenous 
celebrations around both Columbus Day and Thanksgiving.27 
Some people of the Wampanoag nation and their allies in the 
Plymouth area have declared Thanksgiving a “Day of Mourning” 
and hold alternative activities. In Oakland, CA, Native Americans 
and their allies host a “Thangs Takin” pre-thanksgiving event and 
also organize a day of protest against the post Thanksgiving 
shopping that occurs at a mall built on a Native American village 
site and cemetery. Some Christians try to avoid the 
commercialization of Christmas and to infuse the holiday with an 
alternative set of values.     
  
I am by no means suggesting that we no longer celebrate some of 
these holidays. I think it is fine for children to go out and trick or 
treat, it is fine to eat turkey on Thanksgiving and to give thanks 
every day. It is good to honor our mothers on Mother’s Day and on 
every other day, and there is nothing wrong with fire crackers on 
the Fourth of July. But there is more to these holidays than 
innocent fun and family connections.  
 
The holidays we celebrate confront us with the values we uphold 
and pass on to our children. Do we honor soldiers and war, or 
peacemakers and champions of justice? Do we honor cruel and 
greedy white Christian men and their participation in and cover up 
of imperialism and genocide, or do we honor all those, including 
white Christian men, who have resisted colonization and all forms 
of injustice. Do we tell our children lies about elves, reindeer, 
Easter bunnies and a mythical god-like judge of good and bad 
behavior, or do we create rituals which honor real animals, nature, 
the earth, and generous community partnership? 
  

                                                
27 One of the most noteworthy events are the sunrise gatherings held on Alcatraz Island in the San Francisco Bay every 
year on both holidays in commemoration of the takeover of the island by Native American activists in the 1970s.   
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The choice is ours. Christian hegemony operates through the 
holiday cycle and we each have the ability to challenge its 
dominance and to gather with others to celebrate our diverse 
families and multicultural communities, to take honest 
responsibility for our history, and to acknowledge and honor our 
interdependence with all life. And we can do this with simplicity, 
humility, creativity, joy, and much fun.  
 
 
 
Columbus Day 
In school I was taught the names 
Columbus, Cortez, and Pizarro and 
A dozen other filthy murderers. 
A bloodline all the way to General Miles, 
Daniel Boone and General Eisenhower. 
 
No one mentioned the names 
Of even a few of the victims. 
But don’t you remember Chaske, whose spine  
Was crushed so quickly by Mr. Pizarro’s boot? 
What words did he cry into the dust? 
 
What was the familiar name 
Of that young girl who danced so gracefully 
That everyone in the village sang with her— 
Before Cortez’ sword hacked off her arms 
As she protested the burning of her sweetheart? 
 
That young man’s name was Many Deeds, 
And he had been a leader of a band of fighters 
Called the Redstick Hummingbirds, who slowed 
The march of Cortez’ army with only a few 
Spears and stones which now lay still 
In the mountains and remember. 
 
Greenrock Woman was the name 
Of that old lady who walked right up 
And spat in Columbus’ face. We 
Must remember that, and remember 
Laughing Otter the Taino who tried to stop 
Columbus and was taken away as a slave. 
We never saw him again.  
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In school I learned of heroic discoveries 
Made by liars and crooks. The courage 
Of millions of sweet and true people 
Was not commemorated.  
 
Let us then declare a holiday 
For ourselves, and make a parade that begins 
With Columbus’ victims and continues 
Even to our grandchildren who will be named 
In their honor. 
 
Because isn’t it true that even the summer 
Grass here in this land whispers those names, 
And every creek has accepted the responsibility 
Of singing those names? And nothing can stop 
The wind from howling those names around 
The corners of the school. 
 
Why else would the birds sing 
So much sweeter here than in other lands?28  
                   

           Jimmy Durham 
 
 
 
 
 
_____ 
 
Please send comments, feedback, resources, and suggestions for 
distribution to paul@paulkivel.com 
 
Further resources are available at www.christianhegemony.org 
 

                                                
28 “Columbus Day” by Jimmy Durham from Slapin, Beverly and Doris Seale, eds. Through Indian Eyes: The Native 
Experience in Books for Children. Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers, 1992. pps 35-6.  


