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What's the connection between anti-slavery, Chasttrees and Unitarian Universalists? It's remdekab
actually, almost to the point of being unbelievablering this up in response to a common questiget

this time of year. “Why do Unitarian Universalistslebrate Christmas if you don't believe in thgivirirth
or that Jesus is God?” In order to answer this tqureshoroughly we have to look back at the histMhen
we do, the question almost becomes: “Why do Chnistcelebrate Christmas, since it's so Unitarian
Universalist?” | realize this sounds provocativet Bhat I'm about to share with you is that avésy core,
the Unitarians and Universalists have profoundbpsd the meaning and practice of Christmas as o kn
it.

Those of you who've been through our Roots classeso've been at All Souls awhile know that Unéaar
Universalism in America is an offspring of the Rami and Pilgrim traditions. Just look at this saacy —
have you ever seen a more Puritan church? Thisceharea was designed and built with the exact
dimensions of the very first building the Pilgrimershipped in when they landed on the shores oftiNor
America. Now of course, by the late eighteenth @adly nineteenth centuries we became known as the
liberal wing of the Church and neither America @trristmas have ever been the same.

Let's look at how the Puritans felt about Christmas

First of all they knew that December 25th was pbbpaot when Jesus was born. They figured thatoidl G
intended for us to celebrate Jesus' birth, thenwmadd have let us know his birth date. It was cleahe
Puritans that Christmas was not Christian; it waagan holdover.

The famous puritan preacher Increase Mather in p883ched from the very pulpit | served in Boston
before coming here to Tulsa

...that the early Christians who first observieel Nativity on December 25th did not do so ‘thirgkthat
Christ was born in that Month, but because the et Saturnalia was at that time kept in Rome tlaeyl
were willing to have those Pagan Holidays metamaspt into Christian [ones].'1

And he was right.

It's easy for us to assume that since the Punt@ns so uptight and conservative they just didahtpeople
to have fun and so they outlawed the celebratic@lwfstmas. As a matter of fact, celebrating Chrast was
made illegal in the Massachusetts Bay Colony famty-two years from 1659-1681, and a fine was irados
on anyone caught celebrating it. You have to uridedsthat this period was not like the Cultural &ation

in China, in which guards would come searching rotoesee who was breaking the law. Because indPurit
times Christmas was not celebrated in homes arevedjyreen trees.

The Christmas celebrations that came to Ameriaa fitee old world were more like Carnival or Mardiasr
celebrations, in which people went into the streeis there was lots of drinking and noise-makieg, and
even people in costumes. The lower classes wehetbhomes of the wealthy and expected to be prdvide
with good food and drink. At this one time of yelie servants and workers would get served by their
employers. It's thought that the role reversaldietea chance for workers to let off steam softivahe rest
of the year they would repay the benevolence af graployers with hard work and goodwill. In thanse
Christmas served to maintain the status quo.



But you must remember that this developed at a 6ifreen agrarian society. Winter was the slow tirfiera
the harvest was brought in, and it was also the timt the new alcohol was ready to drink, andei the
time of the slaughtering of animals. So, with freséat, good stocks of alcohol and lots of leisumet
Christmas was a period of feasting and revelry.d&uthe economy moved towards industry, and society
became increasingly urbanized, the poor and hoselgsulations grew in size, in need and in anirgosit
The weeks between Thanksgiving and New Year's Dag wcreasingly filled with activities and
expectations that made the wealthy classes unctabfer

Due to this problem, Christmas was eventually fiansed into a domestic holiday that was celebrated
home among families during the early nineteenthuwrgnit was at this time that the concept of Satiaus
became popular, as well as the concept of giviftg g one's children. This transformation supmmbttes
rise of consumerism, and kept young people ofstheets, where they might engage in troublemakinty a
promiscuity. The concept of role reversal was naan@d in that on this day the powerful within thenily
(namely parents) would serve the servants (narhelghildren). The notion of charity developed biotlry
and help the poor as well as to appease them er twdnake the streets safe and free of beggars.

At this point, at the turn of the nineteenth cept@hristmas trees were still not part of the Arcani
Christmas celebration. Enter Charles Follen, a Garimmigrant and Unitarian minister. The rest o th
story is so intertwined with Unitarian history ati@ology that | might not have believed it mysélflhadn't
found it in a book written by a well-known non-Uamian historian named Stephan Nissenbaum.
Nissenbaum's book, The Battle for Christmas, wlsldzer Prize Finalist in 1996. It sheds lightroany of
the myths about Christmas, and shows how the Kistaihe holiday has affected our culture. In it he
explains that the Unitarians

used culture rather than politics as an inséminto influence the social order. They employesrth
cultural authority — a combination of literary $kihd access to the most popular channels of printa
strenuous effort to deal with what they feared wheecorruptive cultural effects of consumer cdjsita,
especially on the young. The Christmas tree playseérious, if relatively minor role in the largeoject. 2

Nissenbaum refutes common legends about the orgitee Christmas tree being brought in by Hessian
soldiers, as well as the one about it originatirig iQueen Victoria's German born husband PrinceeAlb
Instead, he traces the popular spread of the Amef&hristmas tree to a number of authors, all adrwh
were Unitarians. One story was a work of non-fictedbout the Unitarian Minister and Harvard professo
Charles Follen, who set up a Christmas tree in Calgé, Massachusetts in 1835. The story was made
popular by a British writer, Harriet Martineau wivas also a Unitarian, and who came to America and
wrote a well-read book about her travels, whichuded Follen's tree. What she did not write aboas w
their mutual endeavors at ending slavery.

This is where the connection between Anti-slaveiysistmas trees and Unitarians comes in. Nissenbaum
writes that

There were important similarities between thiéstavery sensibility and the new attitude towards
children. Abolitionists and educational reformensrgd a joint empathy for people who were poweltess
resist the wrath of those who wielded power oventh— slaves and children respectively. Both tyges
reformers [he tells us] had a particular abhorresfdbe use of the lash as a form of punishment. 3

Prominent Unitarians were leaders in both the glatrery movement, the movement for education reform
and, as it turns out, the spread of the Christmeges These were not unrelated endeavors, as arobtset,
they all have the same theological roots. In Nibaem's own words:

Child-rearing practices were linked to theobagibeliefs. Whether parents chose to beat théudrem, for
example, or lavish attention on them at Christmas lnked to whether they believed in original #in.



central tenet of early 19th century Unitarians € ane that distinguished them from both the oldiesty
Puritans and the majority of evangelical[s]... was kelief that human beings were not born for daianat
Puritans and most evangelical Protestants, in asttibelieved that people were inevitably stairtdairgh by
an original sin that corrupted them at their vesyecby causing them to be willful and selfish. Sadlefect
was so deep-seated that it could be removedaif,atot by any act of will, no matter how strensou
(because the will itself was part of the problebut only through a free gift of divine, arbitrargch
irresistible grace. ...Puritan-minded parents... trareefelt that it was their obligation to break adks will
as early as possible. Unitarians on the contralyeved that the will should be trained rather thaoken; it
might be imperfect, but it was not fundamentallyrapt. Unitarians strenuously believed that humeaimdps
were responsible — utterly responsible—for thein@gtions.4

Can you see the connection to anti-slavery andrpssg/e education? One group believed that peopie w
depraved and that their will needed to be brokds dther group believed that people were good lagid t
will needed to be trained. Once you accept thapleeare inherently good, it's hard to justify slav&he
difference between breaking and training the wilated very different philosophies of educationva.
Unitarian minister and abolitionist Theodore Parkaid, “Men often speak of breaking the will oftald; it
seems to me they had better break the neck. Theedatls regulation, not destroying. | should asigbmk
of breaking the legs of a horse in training himjaddreaking] a child's will.”5

So, what does the Christmas tree have to do wittf #his? Well, it turns out that the young Britipoet and
essayist Samuel Taylor Coleridge famous for poékes‘Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner” at age twenty-six decided not to pursuegian to become a Unitarian Minister and instguehs
Christmas of 1798 in Germany. While there he wiedsa Christmas ritual involving a decorated essgr
tree. What distinguished this ritual from the omeAmerica was that the children not only receipeesents
from their parents, but they gave presents to themients. The exchange of presents, Coleridgeveelje
turned what had become in the United States d ofuzhildren’s selfishness and materialism, intesson
about giving and receiving and engendered authantidoving familial relationships.

He wrote about this, and in 1824 it was publishrethe “Christian Register” which was the American
Unitarian Church's official journal. (It was thespursor to what we know now as the UU World Magagin
In less than a decade, two famous American Unitaighors wrote popular fictional stories that
incorporated the Christmas tree. The most famoutisesfe was Catherine Sedgwick, and the other was he
sister-in- law, Elizabeth Dwight Sedgwick. In eaiflthese stories, the Christmas tree representadtbing
authentic and good. The stories tell of strong f@sin which children are central and in which ba¢iday
allows them to cultivate their character. In EliedbSedgwick’'s book, one year instead of pres8atsa

puts a poem in each child's stocking. As Nissenbexptains, the poem points

affectionately but firmly to his or her chamagstic failing — a readiness to lie, a quick tempelack of
perseverance, and selfishness. St. Nicholas addggdmise that he will return the following Christento
check up on the children's progress. The son iedlio dishonesty grumbles, ‘I know I'll get somethfrom
old Nicholas another year, by hook or by crookteAf year in which the children struggle, assisigtheir
father's constant reinforcement, to conquer theikmess, and the next Christmas, St. Nicholas does,
indeed, bring each child a handsome gift. 6

The story exemplified the Unitarian theology thabd character is part of every person's true natume
that children need to be trained and raised prgperdrder to realize it. The Christmas tree ritwals
presented as a way to steer Christmas away frdmatsetss and materialism and make it a part of the
positive training of children. Therefore the Unigar agenda was to use the concept of the Christeass a
way of spreading this notion and custom to famiiesoss the country. The Catherine Sedgwick books,
along with Harriet Martineau's, are especially @estlwith popularizing the custom throughout upped
middle-class America and ultimately the nation.Wta few years of the publication of their books,



Christmas trees and the exchange of presents bexaggelar part of the American Christmas holiday f
people of almost all denominations and ethnicities.

Many prominent Unitarians continued to work for ktitmn and education reform. At one of the firsttAn
slavery Fairs, there was a decorated evergreei;stinut there was a sign that read, “Personseareasted
not to handle the articles, which like slavery, @ delicate to touch.” Nissenbaum explains titlais“was a
sarcastic reference to the reluctance of most ctgble Americans to discuss the slavery issue.”7

The story doesn't end there. As a matter of fasiséhbaum's entire next chapter is dedicated to how
Christmas became known as time of social outreadicharity. The major influences include another
Unitarian, Charles Dickens, whose story “A Chrissn@arol” satirizes entrenched wealth and power and
criticized the popular notion that poverty was Ggdtigment. Dickens's story of generosity and thari
during the Christmas season has remained a clasgldp this day his version of Christmas has dateuh
the popular meaning of this season. This bookpsé Unitarian theology, has shaped what Christisia

Another prominent Unitarian influence was Margarelier, who spent part of her Christmas day in 1845
visiting deaf and dumb children who lived in anlagyin New York. The publisher of the New York
Tribune, Horace Greeley, also a Unitarian, wroteudlb-uller's visits in his paper, and within a fegars,
charitable agencies institutionalized these evevitg;h increased their popularity and fundraising.8

The Unitarian influence penetrated not only seclifiar but changed the meaning and focus of Chiastin
churches through the writing of hymns. Some ofdlassics, like our first hymn this morning, “I Hdahe
Bells on Christmas Day,” were written by Unitarjaoet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and the enduring
favorite, “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear,” by Waiian Edmund Hamilton Sears. These hymns were
radical in their time. Until then Christmas hymuwsidised specifically on the Nativity and the birthhe
savior. Unitarian hymns like Sears' and Longfel®fg’cused on the social gospel of striving for ‘@ean
earth, goodwill to men.” Eventually, these hymreng with their social message and theology, wddd
sung and accepted in churches across the landtidraie today!

My friends, this is our holiday. For those who wvii# sitting around a tree over the next few dayk an
exchanging gifts with family, take a moment to isathe potential of the path you're on and whateans
to be part of this church.

Indeed, this is a season of hope: hope, not so muekpectation of a savior coming down from onhhilgut
hope in the progress of humanity towards greatempassion and understanding. A belief that withitinin
of every child, (including these beautiful babies dedicate this morning,) each one gives us hagde th
humanity has the possibility of coming closer twald of peace and goodwill to all. That's why eéiaie
that unto us a child is born, is a holy time artohree for hope and celebration. Merry Christmas! Ame
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