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A   MESSAGE   FROM    JERRY 
(UPCSA General Secretary) 

D ear Friends, Chris-

tian greetings and 

peace be upon you and 

all your loved ones. We 

are approaching the end 

of 2012 and before we 

know it the busy season 

will be upon us, driving 

us in many different di-

rections. The tragedy of 

this is that often times 

the real reason for this 

season, the birth of the Christ child, is crowded 

out, and in most situations, somewhat uncon-

sciously or unintentionally.  Deep in our hearts and 

minds we know that our Christmas celebrations 

ought to be about Christ, it’s just that other things 

keep getting in the way.  

It is for this reason that I like Advent which is part 

and parcel of our Christian liturgical calendar. It is a 

time in which we wait and prepare for the Lord’s 

coming. Most of our churches light candles, read 

scripture passages and offer prayers related to the 

anticipation of God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ. So 

before the rush begins it is important to stop, re-

flect and listen for the voice of God. It is this quiet 

reflection which (re)directs us into a place of sanity 

and security as we ponder on salvation, grace, for-

giveness and love. We suddenly come to that pro-

found awareness that if God did not choose to 

come to the world in his Son we would not be 

here.  

This holy moment leads us into a place and spirit of 

thankfulness and gratitude.  

A s this year draws to a close I stopped to ask 

about what I am thankful for in the UPCSA. I 

was pleasantly surprised by some of the things on 

my list:  

 My family for kindly and sacrificially releasing 

me into the service of God and the UPCSA. 

 All my many colleagues and friends who have 

supported me with prayer and encouragement 

through the past year. 

 The staff at the Central Office for their dedica-

tion and devotion in spite of having to contend 

BE    EXTRAVAGANT    THIS    CHRISTMAS! 

I t is strange to 

me that many of 

us Christians get 

irritable or judge-

mental toward 

those who “splash 

out and make a big 

thing” of Christ-

mas and sound 

like Judas did 

when he said of the ointment poured on Jesus feet 

“that could’ve been spent on the poor”. 

I hope all of us will do just that:  be extravagant 

toward the poor this Christmas season.  Nothing 

would make for a happier happy Christmas for 

Christ—he loves and recognises and honours those 

gifts to His friends whom he calls the “least of 

mine”. 

In your speech, in your attitude, in your deeds, in 

your spending this Christmas be extravagant to the 

poor:  you will really experience that the Grace of 

God has come down to you. 

Presbyterian Link 
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with the fraud situation and the need to rise 

above that experience.  

 All the processes we have put in place to en-

sure good management and accountability 

structures within the Church. 

 All our ministers, elders and leaders in congre-

gations in South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe.  

 All our retired ministers who continue to serve 

God in various places as they are able to.  

 A very successful 2012 General Assembly which 

addressed a number of significant issues.  

 The new Vision, Mission, Values and Mission 

Priorities adopted at the 2012 General Assem-

bly.  

 The fresh energy and life we are experiencing 

in our new Assembly committees (reduced 

from 66 to 14 to ensure effectiveness, effi-

ciency and cost reduction). 

 The new life and functionality of Presbyteries 

as they implement the Presbytery Empower-

ment Plan. As someone has said we are 

“moving from maintenance to mission. We are 

now an outcomes–based church seeking to 

make a difference in the world.” 

 There are wonderful signs of spiritual growth in 

the midst of challenges and struggles.  

 Recently I conducted workshops with a few of 

our Presbyteries facing huge challenges. I was 

deeply amazed by how God’s Spirit was at work 

bringing us into a new place of hope and resto-

ration.  

 There are some congregations engaging in 

some really fascinating mission and ministry in 

their communities and context and subse-

quently bringing about transformation and life 

- changing experiences for many. 

My list can go on but let me stop to ask: “What are 

some of the things you are thankful for in your life? 

As you consider your local congregation and the 

UPCSA at large, what are some of the things you 

are able to express gratitude and thanksgiving for? 

How is your congregation blessing those within 

your church and outside? How are you blessing 

your minister and how is your minister blessing 

you? Are you taking time to count your blessings?  

At the start of this “silly” season it is most appro-

priate to stop and reflect on your blessings and to 

give proper thanks to both God and the people 

around you. Too many people today conclude 

rather quickly that they don’t have anything to be 

thankful for, and that is mostly because they allow 

their minds to be dominated by that which has 

been a discouraging or negative experience. In any 

case, the Apostle Paul reminds us in 1 Thessaloni-

ans 5: 18 that we must “in everything give thanks.” 

We need to be thankful in all things, to recognize 

the presence of God in sorrow as well as joy, in the 

good experiences and even in the not so good 

ones. Are you thankful? Can you look up and thank 

God every day and all the way, even sometimes 

through tears?  

C hristmas is a time for reconciliation, peace and 

hope. It is a time to know that no matter what 

we face and in spite of what is happening in our 

countries and the world, God is in control: “For to 

us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the gov-

ernment will be on his shoulders. And he will be 

called Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlast-

ing Father, and Prince of Peace. Of the increase of 

his government and peace there will be no end…” 

O ur thanks then must appropriately begin with 

what God has done, is doing and what we 

hope God will do. We need to acknowledge God as 

the source of our blessings and hope. This time of 

Advent reminds us that we must patiently wait on 

God to heal, restore and save us. We need to take 

time to listen to God’s voice, trust and act upon 

God’s Word, and receive God’s peace. When we 

receive God’s peace we will also realize that we are 

called to be agents of God’s peace and hope in the 

world. Are you an agent of God’s peace and hope 

at home, in your church and in the world?  

I remain thankful for the Church with all her imper-

fections, failures and struggles. Do you? Advent 

and Christmas is a time to be hopeful and to expect 

the unexpected blessing from God. May you be 

surprised by grace and hope this Christmas. 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Have a blessed Christmas and a Happy and pros-

perous New Year in the Lord, Jesus Christ. Bless-

ings! 

 

 

 

 

 

WAITING  FOR   A   CHRISTMAS  PRESENT 

By Neil Meyer 

Jesus can you take the 
time to throw a drown-
ing man a line – Peace 
on Earth! 
 
 Hear it every Christmas
-time but hope and history won’t rhyme,  so what’s 
it worth, this “Peace on Earth”?  –  Bono    
 

A s the Season of Advent dawns on the Boland, 

farmers are dealing with the trauma of burnt 

vineyards, vandalized pack-sheds and a lost har-

vest.  In the same community farm workers are 

crying out “How long? How long before we may 

share equitably in the bounty of God’s rich Crea-

tion?”  When the gulf between “us” and “them” 

deepens what’s it worth, this “Peace on Earth”?  

It’s going to be a nervous few weeks leading up to 

Christmas. On the other hand perhaps Advent 

should be a season of uneasy waiting. 

A burning tyre rolls down the road in De Doorns.  Photo: Jerome 

Abed, Cape Argus. Used with permission. 

Too often the focus of Christmas and Advent is lim-

ited to what Jesus did 2000 years ago.  Then our 

minds become clouded by images of mangers and 

roasting chestnuts, by nostalgia and the ghosts of 

Christmas-Past.  It sells lots of Boney-M albums but 

it does little to move us to be the Church today.  

Conversely, our preaching during this season often 

focuses on the Second Advent of Christ – His com-

ing in glory at the end of the ages.  This is not much 

better, since it tempts us to yearn for an escape to 

an other-worldly Christmas-Future, paralysing our 

efforts to be the Church for our time.   

T he UPCSA has as one of its Mission Priorities 

the support of the development of missional 

congregations.  Being missional means believing 

that mission belongs firstly to God, the Trinity, and 

that we are invited and called to participate along-

side God. What are missional congregations then 

but communities that eagerly (and sometimes un-

easily) wait to see where Jesus Christ is at work in 

their world right now and join in with joy and hope 

in His mission.  In the Boland we are waiting expec-

tantly to see how Jesus will “show up” to work rec-

onciliation between communities and comfort for 

all those affected by the violence, and as the 

Church we are ready to participate in that mission.  

We are waiting for Christmas-Present. 

What is happening in your community, in your 

church, in your family?  Where is Jesus about to 

appear?  What is He about to do?  Being missional 

means believing that Jesus really is at work 

amongst us in every community and every home, 

calling us to follow Him.  Are you ready?  If the Ad-

vent of Christ is not happening right here, right 

now, then it’s not worth the tinsel it’s wrapped in. 

O little town of De Doorns, how still we see thee 

lie…The hopes and fears of all the years are met in 

thee tonight . 

 

WHAT DO YOU KNOW ABOUT  THE CHRISTMAS 

STORY? 

How sure are you about 
the statements that fol-
low on the next page?  

Go ahead and test your-
self.  
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Of the 10 statements, which are true and which are 

false? 

To find out how you did, turn to the back of the Presbyterian Link.  

 

CHRISTMAS GREETINGS 

FROM THE COMMUNICATIONS COMMITTEE 

C hristmas is around the corner. What will we 

do this year? Chase our tails once again to the 

point of exhaustion in a bid to make sure our cele-

brations are successful and that each of our loved 

ones receives the gift they are expecting? To be 

sure, sharing in Christmas with our families is a 

welcome thing; but what does it mean for the 

Church, God’s family? 

It is a period where we go through a great build up 

from one Advent Sunday to the next in anticipation 

of Christmas morning. It 

is about God’s family 

gathering with expecta-

tion and remembering 

the struggle of an unas-

suming man and 

woman who were cho-

sen to parent the incar-

nate One. On Christmas 

Day we will gather, first 

as God’s family, from 

every walk of life, to bow alongside the first wor-

shipers and marvel at the only gift that truly mat-

ters this and every other December. 

Afterwards, we will enjoy the presence of our 

loved ones and unwrap the presents shared. It is 

our prayer that Christ will fill your December sea-

son in every possible way “with a great and glori-

ous joy which words cannot express.” (1 Peter 1:8) 

The role of the Presbyterian Link, among other 

things, is to encourage our readers to live authenti-

cally for Jesus and to tell what God is doing in the 

UPCSA and in the rest of the Church. To achieve 

this, we hope to 

fill the Presbyte-

rian Link with 

content that is 

inspirational, in-

formative and 

encouraging. In 

so doing, it is our hope that our readers will come 

to see that the UPCSA is also part of the building 

that is the Church. 

This Christmas edition of the Presbyterian Link 

seeks to promote, in broad strokes, the Vision, Mis-

sion and Mission Priorities adopted at our past 

General Assembly through the various articles we 

have put together. We hope that you will enjoy 

them. 

DISTRIBUTION OF THE PRESBYTERIAN LINK 

Our goal is to publish a Presbyterian Link once a 

quarter; and then to use all possible methods at 

our disposal to distribute it. There are some who 

will need it in printed form; there are others who 

are able to receive it via email. We will make every 

effort to get it to our people. It will also be made 

available through our new website http://

unitingpresbyterian.org) which is taking shape and 

will hopefully be launched soon.      

May yours be an Advent season filled with re-

newed hope and anticipation for the One who 

came to take away the sin of the world; may your 

journey from the manger take you to places of ser-

vice and commitment that explains the hope that is 

within you. 

Mike Muller for the Communications Committee 

1 Mary rode an ass to Bethlehem T F 

2 Jesus was born the day Mary and Joseph 
reached Bethlehem 

T F 

3 The shepherds brought a lamb to Jesus T F 

4 Three wise men came from the East T F 

5 The wise men were kings T F 

6 The star led the wise men to Jerusalem T F 

7 The wise men visited the manger scene T F 

8 Mary and Joseph were living in the inn 
when the wise men visited them 

T F 

9 Mary rode to Egypt on an ass T F 

10 Jesus was a baby when they fled to 
Egypt 

T F 
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HELPING  THE  CHURCH  BECOME    

 

 

B eing part of something new is always exciting. 

When a baby is born, there are so many possi-

bilities. What will she be like? What interests will 

she have? What talents, what skills? How will he 

make the world different, better? It is with this 

kind of a sense of excitement that the twelve mem-

bers of Assembly’s Mission & Discipleship Commit-

tee have approached the challenge that Assembly 

has given us. 

The Committee is charged with calling the UPCSA 

to grow. The committee also has the privilege of 

returning R 1 million in assessment money back 

annually to the congregations of the UPCSA for the 

growth of the Church. We take our responsibility 

very seriously and look forward to challenging you, 

agitating you, encouraging you and calling you to 

“Think Church Growth”. We would like to summa-

rise our vision in five words as follows: 

Inspire 

The Committee wants to inspire you. We’d like 

ministers, elders and members to start thinking 

about the growth of the Church – about evangel-

ism, about witnessing the goodness of God and 

about planting new congregations. We want to call 

the UPCSA to think missionally. We’d like congre-

gations to be outward looking.  

 

 

And so, we will try to communicate with congrega-

tions by teaching you about Church Growth. We 

hope to hold a Mission & Discipleship Conference 

in late May or early June which seeks to be inspira-

tional. In addition, the Committee has identified 

two Presbyteries per year in which we will do a 

“Mission Consultation”. This is simply a conversa-

tion with role players in which we seek to assist the 

Presbytery in the area of Church Growth. 

Mobilize 

One very exciting Project that the committee is 

putting effort into is the “Order of Supportive Lay 

Ministries” approved by Executive Commission in 

2011. This new Order will seek to draw together 

many different lay ministries and provide recogni-

tion, training and resourcing.  

People exercising recognised 

ministries in the areas of 

pastoral care, ministry to 

youth and children and 

within the associations of 

the UPCSA are our target 

market. 

We would like to mobilize ministers and lay per-

sons for service. As far as ministers are concerned, 

the committee attends to the regulating of emolu-

ments for ministers and to Grants in aid of Stipend. 

We are also collaborating with the Ministry Com-

mittee in re-evaluating the models of ministry in 

the UPCSA. 

Resource  

The Committee has a website 

(www.upcsa-mad.org.za) which 

contains resources for use in con-

gregations. We want to build this 

up so that people from all over the 

UPCSA can access it on their computers and cell-

phones. In addition, we will endeavour to offer our 

Church Development Evangelists training to assist 

them in their pioneering work. We hope to seek 

out resources for use in the UPCSA. 

Invest 

We want to find creative 

ways to channel assess-

ment money back to the 

UPCSA in the form of 

Grants, CDE support, 

new property procurement for church planting etc.  

Reach 

In addition to our core 

responsibilities, the M&D 

committee wants to iden-

tify Mission opportunities 

(Local and abroad) for 

Presbyteries and congre-

gations. This includes international partnerships 

and short term mission opportunities.  We’d like to 

compile an inventory of all missionaries supported 

by congregations to celebrate with them and in-

spire congregations to become missional. 

George Marchinkowski for the M.A.D. Committee 
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CHURCH ASSOCIATIONS 

T he Church Associations Committee met for the 

second time under the new Convenor, Rev 

Mshumpela on the 02 November 2012 in Johan-

nesburg. The meeting discussed a variety of issues, 

but mainly focused on discussing the General As-

sembly decision on mediation within the associa-

tions. This was to ensure that the associations are 

ready to make submissions to the mediator once 

the process starts. 

Mediation process 

It was agreed to convene an Associations Conven-

tion in January where associations will discuss and 

share ideas on how the mediation process can be 

assisted to be fruitful in finding solutions to these 

long standing problems. The CAC urged all mem-

bers of associations to support this process and 

ensure that it becomes constructive and solution 

oriented in the interest of our church. 

The meeting also received a brief report on the life 

and works of the associations, summarized as fol-

lows. 

ASSOCIATION OF CHURCH CHOIRS AND MUSI-

CIANS (ACCM) 

The ACCM held its conference on the 24-26 August 

2012 in Amatole, East London, where it also cele-

brated its tenth (10th) anniversary. This was a his-

toric event, especially because this association 

never had, and does not have problems of disaffili-

ated members. In total 14 choirs participated in the 

competitions, which was a marked improvement 

from the last year. Western Cape and Central Cape 

emerged as forces to be reckoned with, winning 

the bulk of the trophies at hand. The ACCM is still a 

growing association, and in this regard, it still 

needs a lot of support. In this regard, they are mak-

ing a special request for contributions for the pur-

chase of trophies. Anyone who wishes to donate 

trophies to them should please contact Bro Green 

Moeketsi at 082 734 7925. 

MEN’S CHRISTIAN GUILD (MCG) 

The theme of the Men’s Christian Guild conference 

held in September was “… MCG, The Evangelist…”. 

This theme represents the refocusing of the work 

of the MCG to evangelism. It is in line with the de-

cision taken by the association which defined their 

core business as evangel-

ism. Also as part of its 

work, the MCG Denomi-

national Committee vis-

ited Zambia to attend 

their Synod Conference. 

Present in the confer-

ence were also other 

Men’s Fellowships from Kenya and Malawi. It was 

an exciting experience to worship with these 

brothers. The aim now is to expand and form an 

African Men’s Fellowship. In this regard the MCG 

will be attending a Conference of their counter-

parts in Kenya, in Mombasa in February 2013. Ex-

pected at the conference will be brothers from 

Zambia, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Malawi, Ghana and 

Tanzania. 

The MCG also adopted a document called “... MCG 

Vision 2017...” which defines the vision and envis-

aged future of the association by 2017. The vision 

encompasses programs of evangelism, training, 

growing membership and self sufficiency of the 

Guild. The document can be accessed on the MCG 

website. 

THE  UPCSA  YOUTH  FELLOWSHIP 

The Youth Fellowship celebrated its 10th anniver-

sary at their conference 

in the Presbytery of the 

Transkei with style. The 

celebrations and confer-

ence were addressed by, 

amongst others, the Rev 

Mautji Pataki, SACC Gen-

eral Secretary and former 

Youth President, who 

presented various people with tokens of apprecia-

tion for their contribution to the growth of the Fel-

lowship.  

Subsequent to the conference, the Fellowship held 

its Annual Council in Amatola, which took the form 

of a workshop. In this regard they invited some of 

our Ministers and experienced people including 

Rev Vellem, Ms Vazi, and Rev Mkentane to address 
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topics such as “what is Presbyterianism” financial 

management and leadership. 

The Youth continue to make strides in contributing 

to the qualitative and quantitative growth of the 

church. 

By Benny Boshielo 

 

 

CHURCH AND SOCIETY 

A NEW APPROACH 

T he 2012 General Assembly  consolidated Com-

mittees whose work overlapped bringing to-

gether HIV and AIDS, Justice and Social Responsibil-

ity and Gender into a single Committee that will 

drive a holistic approach to Church and Society 

matters within the UPCSA.  

The ministry of Jesus 

Christ, given the socio-

political and economic 

circumstances of his 

day, is an example and 

guide for societal con-

science more pro-

nounced than that of any of the Old Testament 

prophets. Luke’s account of Christ’s societal activity 

is very vivid: Christ’s emphasis and concern for the 

captives, the blind, and the oppressed (Luke 4:18-

19), the poor and the hungry (6:20-21), the sick 

and infirm (7:22-23), the despised Gentiles (7:1-

10), economic oppression and excess wealth (18:18

-28; 16:5), and charity for the needy (12:32-34; 

10:30-37), all defined his ministry. Christ not only 

straightened their limbs and filled their stomachs; 

he lifted their hopes and freed their spirits from 

the psychological yokes that an insensitive society 

had levied upon them.  

F urther to addressing the social, economic and 

political chal-

lenges of our 

time, the UPCSA is 

committed to ad-

dressing gender 

discrimination and 

violence against women and children. Clearly, 

women and children had a place in Jesus’ ministry, 

and they were among the heavily oppressed in the 

society in which Christ lived. In attending to their 

plight, Jesus censured those who “devour widows’ 

houses” (Luke 20:47), spoke approvingly of the 

widow who persistently confronted an indifferent 

judge and demanded justice (Luke 18:1-5), in-

cluded “some women” in his evangelistic company 

(Luke 8:1-3) and pleaded with his audiences, “Let 

the children come to me, and do not hinder them, 

for to such belongs the kingdom of God (Luke 

18:16)  

Children from Samora Machel, Cape Town 

I n order for UPCSA to speak boldly and propheti-

cally on these critical issues of our time we need 

to take our vision and mission seriously and make 

sure that Presbyteries and local congregations de-

velop implementation strategies that will bring this 

vision to life. Ministry happens at local context and 

therefore, congregations are an integral part of the 

church, the best place for implementing UPCSA 

vision and mission. We therefore appeal to Presby-

teries and congregations to explore ways by which 

we can live out the new UPCSA Church and Society 

vision and address the following challenges: 

 Promoting health and wellness and addressing 

challenges related to HIV and AIDS, including 

stigma and discrimination. 

 Addressing poverty, unemployment, crime and 

substance abuse in our communities. 

 Speaking and acting prophetically on social, 

economic, political and ecological aspects of 

our life and worship. 

 Addressing violence against women and chil-

dren and gender discrimination. 

By Rev. Buhle Mpofu 
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CHURCH   AND   SOCIETY 
 

CREATIVELY EXPLORING THEIR RELATIONSHIP 

WITH THE EARTH 

A  group of Presbyterians and Anglicans dirtied 

their hands with clay as they explored their 

personal relationship with the earth in a creative 

exercise at a recent eco-congregations workshop. 

Discussing their visual representations of this rela-

tionship revealed several common themes, such as 

an awareness of the unity with each other and with 

creation; the blessings derived from the earth; re-

sponsibility for God’s creation; the use and abuse 

of earth’s resources; among others.    

Those gathered for the event represented ten dif-

ferent Presbyterian and Anglican congregations 

and parishes interested in exploring their responsi-

bilities in community as stewards of God’s creation.  

Stories were shared about environmental activities 

in their respective faith communities including 

worship, vegetable gardening, energy efficiency, 

water savings, transportation, waste recycling, etc.  

A personal commitment was made during the 

course of the day to explore further possibilities for 

effective stewardship within the respective 

churches represented at the workshop, which con-

cluded with a devotion in celebration of the joy of 

belonging as an integral part of creation. 

T he workshop was facilitated by Kate Davies, 

eco-congregations’ coordinator for the South-

ern African Faith Communities Environment Insti-

tute (SAFCEI), and was organized by the Revd 

Glynis Goyns, who will be assisting with the devel-

opment of eco-congregations in Gauteng and other 

provinces in the north next year.  Marion Mengell 

from the  

Wildlife and Environment Society of Southern Af-

rica (WESSA) gave a brief presentation on identify-

ing and removing invasive alien species to restore 

the local ecological balance.   

The Revd Chris Judelsohn, Minister in the Uniting 

Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa (UPCSA) 

and Moderator of Egoli Presbytery, hosted the all-

day workshop on SAFCEI’s behalf on Saturday 17 

November at St Saviour’s in Midrand, the congre-

gation where he serves. This is a church with an 

interesting history concerning re-use and recycling.  

The church structure is a replica of the wing of a 

cathedral that was demolished in Pietermaritzburg 

and is built from the building materials retrieved at 

a nominal cost from the demolition site.   

It is also a faith community that has experienced 

the impact of extreme weather conditions almost 
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certainly arising from climate change, having ex-

perienced the loss of about 40 full-grown trees 

during a freak tornado a few months ago 

SAFCEI is a multi-faith environment NGO commit-

ted to raising awareness, inspiring eco-justice ac-

tion, and empowering people of faith to meet their 

responsibilities as stewards of creation.  The eco-

congregations programme facilitates the develop-

ment of local faith communities growing in aware-

ness and being transformed into centres of excel-

lence that become an example to others in the sur-

rounding community, thus radically impacting on 

the environment in the local context in the inter-

ests of future generations. 

By Glynis Goyns. For more information, contact her 

at (082) 856-6254 or by e-mail:  ops@safcei.org.za.  

 

 

NEWS  FLASH! 

From Drakensberg Presbytery 

U pper Umgeni Presbyterian Church in Howick, 

Kwa-Zulu Natal is delighted to welcome the 

Rev Diane Vorster as a member of their Church 

family. Diane is a past Moderator of the General 

Assembly and the first women moderator ever in 

the Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa! 

Rev Vorster recently re-located to Howick from 

Scottburgh where she ministered to the congrega-

tion of St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church until her 

retirement.  

The Rev. Diane Vorster and the Rev. Nigel Fuller, minister at 

Upper Umgeni .  

CELEBRATING   CHRISTMAS   AS   A 

CHRISTIAN   FESTIVAL 

By Douglas Bax 

W estern culture has long been experiencing 

the process of what we call secularization, 

or the loss of the transcendent dimension of life. In 

a way it is a process that has been going on ever 

since the 18th century. But the graph of seculariza-

tion rose sharply during the 20th and 21st centuries. 

Whereas before World War I the churches in 

Europe were full, after it they were half empty, and 

after World War II they were three quarters empty. 

Nicholas 

Christmas well illustrates 

the process of seculariza-

tion. Take in particular 

Nicholas (Greek Nikolaos), 

who was born in 270 AD 

in Patara. He became 

bishop of Myra in Asia 

Minor and in 325 at-

tended the famous Coun-

cil of Nicaea, which put 

together the Creed of Ni-

caea (the basis of the Ni-

cene Creed). But what he 

is remembered for is his 

generosity. He inherited 

great wealth from his par-

ents and gave it away to 

the needy. So the Church made December 6 a 

saint’s day to commemorate him, and the practice 

took on of giving children gifts that St Nicholas was 

supposed to bring during that night.  

In the Reformation Martin Luther, who disap-

proved of saints’ days, persuaded some people to 

move the gift-giving to Christmas Day. But St 

Nicholas stuck around as the legendary saint who 

brought the gifts. Then in 1931 the Coca Cola com-

pany ran a big advertizing campaign in the USA 

which transformed St Nicholas (Santa Claus) into 

“Father Christmas”. All that was left of the Chris-

tian saint was his bishop’s ermine-trimmed coat, 

now painted a brighter red, and of course his giving 

of gifts. 

mailto:ops@safcei.org.za
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Trees, Holly, Mistletoe 

The truth, how-

ever, is that the 

tradition of 

giving gifts long 

preceded 

Nicholas. It was 

taken over 

from the old 

Roman practice 

of giving one another gifts “for luck” during the 

Saturnalia, the festival of the pagan god Saturn, 

which was celebrated in December.  

So also most of the traditions associated with 

Christmas were taken over from pagan festivals. 

Christmas dinners copied the banquets of the Sat-

urnalia. Setting up a tree seems to have originated 

with the ancient worship of trees in Rome and 

Egypt that spread to Germany. Thus it was Prince 

Albert, the German husband of Queen Victoria, 

who introduced Christmas trees into England in 

1841. The use of candles (later, lights) also came 

from a pagan cult. Mistletoe was a plant sacred to 

the ancient Druids. Kissing under the mistletoe 

came from the Romans’ use of it as a symbol of 

peace. The use of holly is about the only tradition 

with a Christian origin: an English legend that Je-

sus’ crown of thorns was made of holly. 

The Date 

The date of Christmas has pagan associations too. 

One of our Christmas carols goes: 

In the bleak mid-winter frosty wind made 

moan; 

Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone; 

Snow had fallen, snow on snow…. 

But in Luke’s Gos-

pel Jesus was born 

during the time 

when shepherds 

took their flocks 

out at night, which 

happened only dur-

ing the warmer 

months (April to 

November) in the 

northern hemisphere. How then was a date in mid-

winter set to celebrate his birth? 

After his great victory over the Palmyrene Empire 

(centred on Palmyra in Syria) the Roman emperor 

Aurelian sought to make the Sun the patron deity     

of the Roman Empire. In 274 AD he declared 25 

December to be dies natalis Solis Invicti (the birth-

day of the invincible Sun). He chose this day be-

cause on it the sun’s orbit, after sinking during the 

northern winter, starts to move higher in the sky 

again. The cult of the Sun itself became the last 

great pagan rival to Christianity. Indeed in the 4th 

century Emperor Constantine the Great, even after 

professing to have become a Christian, still wor-

shipped the Sun! 

At some time during the 4th century the Church in 

Rome decided to celebrate Christ’s birth on De-

cember 25 as well. And in time the Christian cele-

bration of Christmas took over the traditions asso-

ciated with the pagan festivals (including the Satur-

nalia) held during December. When the Teutonic 

tribes in northern 

Europe became 

Christian, they too 

took over the cele-

bration of Christ-

mas and merged 

with it some of the 

their pagan festivi-

ties that celebrated the winter solstice, like the 

burning of the Yule log. 

A Pagan Festival? 

F or these reasons the Jehovah's Witnesses 

fiercely oppose Christmas and attack Christians 

for taking over the pagan birthday of the Sun and 

giving it a Christian façade. Indeed the old Puritans 

in England and the Presbyterians in Scotland for 

long took the same stance. (Ironically the Scots 

substituted for Christmas the rites of Hogmanay—

itself originally a pagan festival of the sun!)  

But this opposition to Christmas really misinter-

prets what happened. Already by the 4th century 

the Church in some parts of the empire had been 

celebrating the birth and baptism of Jesus in the 

Festival of Epiphany on 6th January. So for the 
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Church in Rome to celebrate the birth of Christ on 

25 December merely meant moving the date 12 

days earlier. And the reason for moving it may 

have had nothing to do with the pagan dies natalis 

Solis Invicti after all. For Hippolytus of Rome, an 

early Christian scholar, stated already about 204 

AD (70 years before Aurelian’s festival) that Jesus 

was born on 25 December. Some recent historians 

have thought that this date was calculated on the 

basis that Jesus was crucified on 25 March and an 

old rabbinic idea that religious heroes like the pa-

triarchs died on the anniversaries of their births or 

of their conceptions 9 months before. 

More to the point is that whether or not the pagan 

date had anything to do with the Roman Church’s 

decision, that decision was not to take over the 

pagan festival at all but to establish a Christian fes-

tival of light to rival it. For Epiphany already cele-

brated Christ as the true Light of the world 

(Jn.8:12, 9:5 cf. Isa.49:6; Lk.1:78, 2:72). And Christ 

was “the Sun of righteousness” who would “rise 

with healing in his wings” (Mal. 5:2). By a small 

move in date the Church in Rome thus established 

December 25 as a Christian festival in opposition to 

the pagan festival of the Sun. From now on Chris-

tians celebrated this day as the dies natalis Christi 

invicti, the birthday of Christ, the invincible Light of 

the world, the Sun of Righteousness who by his 

resurrection conquered all the darkness of sin and 

death. 

A s far as the Christmas tree, the giving of gifts, 

the lights, the dinner, and the mistletoe are 

concerned, what does it matter if we have taken all 

these over—so long as for us they retain no pagan 

meaning and power? That is, so long as we dissoci-

ate them from all their original pagan meanings 

and give them a Christian meaning. We should al-

ways remind children, for instance, that the gifts 

they receive are birthday gifts, because it is Jesus’ 

birthday, and signs of the love that Jesus brought 

into the world. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses are in any case hoist with 

their own petard in insisting that anything that has 

any pagan association at all is absolutely taboo. For 

they themselves are stuck with having to name the 

days of the week, whose names are all in fact 

those of ancient Roman, Norse and Germanic dei-

ties: the Sun, the Moon, Tiw, Wodan, Thor, Frige 

and Saturn! 

W e should instead adopt Luther’s attitude, 

when he took over the melodies of drink-

ing songs for some of his hymns and said, Why 

should the devil have all the best tunes? Why in-

deed not take over all the festive traditions of 

Christmas in the same spirit and dedicate them to 

the celebration of the coming of the Christ child for 

the splendid festival it is?  

The main thing is to make Christ the centre of 

Christmas and to remind people in this secular age 

of its real meaning—that he is the real reason for 

the season! 

 

THE TRUTH ABOUT CHRISTMAS - ANSWERS 

 Every time you answered ‘false’ you were right!

How did you score? 

 All ten of these points are inferences drawn 

from the scriptural text 

 Some are flat wrong, and some very dubious; 

indeed. 

 Only statements 4 and 9 can really be argued 

for one way or the other. 

The point this uncomfortable quiz makes is that 

popular misconceptions have been embroidered 

onto Jesus’ birth narrative. If this proves anything, 

it is that too much of our concept of Christmas  
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comes from Christmas cards and Christmas carols! 

Let us examine the inspired record and find out 

exactly what Scripture says! 

(From Mills, M. (1999). The Life of Christ: A Study Guide to the Gospel 

Record.) 

FOR THE YOUNG AT HEART 

CHRISTMAS BENEDICTION PRAYER 
With much love from all the staff at the Central Office 
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"May you be filled 

with the wonder 

of Mary, 

the obedience of 

Joseph, the joy 

of the angels, 

the eagerness of 

the shepherds, 

the determination 

of the magi, 

and the peace of 

the Christ child. 

Almighty God,  

Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit bless 

you now and  

forever."  
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