Jewish, yet I say “Celebrate!”

By Amitai Etzioni
	For once the Christian right has come up with a good idea: Let's put Christ back into Christmas! If this happens, although I am Jewish, I will be all too happy to honor the day (although not to celebrate it myself, of course), to salute those who do and support strongly their right to celebrate this noble occasion in public spaces. (Assuming that when Hanukkah and other major religions' holy days come, they will get the same consideration.) 

Indeed, I fully appreciate the dismay of those who find a neutered Christmas offensive. Thus, renaming Christmas trees "holiday trees" and using the names Santa Claus-Father Snow is plain silly. These multiculturally correct names, in effect, are rooted in no culture, and fool no one. A nativity scene is a Christian display, even if you call it "historical dramatization," and a star that crowns a Christmas tree is not a mere ornament, whatever its artistic merit. 

I see no reason to try to empty these symbols of their religious content. Why can't I (and other non-Christians) fully respect the holidays of other people? You may say that putting these displays in public spaces makes it seem as if we are all worshiping at their feet. But this is hardly so. It merely shows that this time of the year is a major part of the community's turn to express itself in the public realm. Those who wish to visit, admire, contribute or sing along are welcome, as are those who plan to stay home.


Nor is it necessary to display at the same time all other religious symbols and icons, so that town halls and public squares look like some mindless cafeteria of holidays. Each can have its turn. Thus, instead of neutralizing Christmas, we can help revitalize all major holidays. (I say "major" because another way of pushing this whole matter ad absurdum is to claim that if we display a nativity scene, a menorah, and a Buddah - we must also show respect to the symbols of all other religions, from the sacred fire of Zoroastrians to those of satanic cults.) Just as we do not feel compelled to allow every small splinter group a place in our elected bodies, so we can put some reasonable limit on the number of people who must adhere to a given body of belief before it can stake a claim to public space and attention. Even secularists can get their day, as they do, for instance, on May 1. 

But - and this a big "but" - to put Christ back into Christmas will take much more than calling the Christmas tree by the name it acquired many centuries ago, when the tradition was adopted from pagans, and singing "Silent Night" and so on and so forth. (I do have a very hard time, however, with the demand of Bill O'Reilly of Fox TV, who believes that we should stop wishing people "Happy Holidays" and instead address them with "Merry Christmas." That does cross a line. On one side there is showing respect and allowing proper space to those whose turn has come to worship in their way; on the other, there is pretending that we are all of one faith. Anyhow, this is no way to greet my rabbi.) 

What this would take - which none of the right-wingers I tracked even mentioned this year - is throwing the money changers out of the Temple. Or, to put it less metaphorically, de-commercializing Christmas. 

I most sincerely respect the Prince of Peace for his nonviolent teachings (and am happy at least at this time of the year to overlook other texts such as, "Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.") In the same vein, I have the highest possible regard for the Christ who delivered the Sermon on the Mount; the one who bleeds for the dispossessed and the oppressed; the one to whom giving means reaching out to the poor - not those with deep pockets exchanging cashmere sweaters, golden tie-clips and plasma TVs. And I do not see that Christ is celebrated by people who feel they must shop until they drop, max out their credit cards, and outdo each other with lavish feasts whose preparations exhaust them and leave little patience or energy for their family get-togethers. These kinds of celebrations are about as relevant to the true meaning of this holiday as spending a day on the beach is to the 4th of July or picnicking is to Memorial Day. 

Holidays are the days we recommit ourselves to our values. However, just as we do not expect everyone to have the same beliefs (although we are keen to have some shared ones, including mutual tolerance), we should not demand holidays that are so bleached that everyone can participate in every one of them in the same manner. Some celebrations stress what joins us ( e.g., national holidays such as Independence Day); others, what distinguishes us. Let the Christians have a true Christmas.
