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THE WONDER OF

Christmas
Christmas.  We cherish it, worry about it, 
and seek its true meaning. We look back fondly 
on Christmases past and look forward hopefully 
to Christmases yet to be. We sing about it, talk 
about it, write about it, dream of it, and even 
Tweet about it.

But there’s one thing we should not do: lose 
the wonder of Christmas. Doing so would be like 
failing to open the most‑cherished gift under the 
tree. Or failing to appreciate the gift of a Savior 
born 2,000 years ago, God’s amazing gift to 
us all.

This book celebrates Christmas in all its glory, 
foibles, humor, and mysteries. In the following 
pages, you’ll find a veritable feast of things 
Christmas—the historical, the sentimental, the 
humorous, and the downright wonderful. This 
book’s creators hope we will help you and those 
you love celebrate the many ways Christmas can 
surprise, delight, amaze, comfort, and enrich 
one’s life like no other season on earth.
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A Way, in a Manger
The person credited with devising the Christmas 
manger scene is Saint Francis of Assisi. In 1223, Saint 
Francis decided he wanted to re‑create the night Jesus 
was born. According to one of Francis’s biographers 
(his disciple Thomas of Celano), he wanted to “make a 
memorial of that Child who was born in Bethlehem, and 
in some sort behold with bodily eyes His infant hardships; 
how He lay in a manger on the hay, with the ox and ass 
standing by.”

In the small town of Greccio, located between Rome 
and Assisi, Francis and his friend Giovanni Vellita 
built a stable and dressed people as Mary, Joseph, and 
the shepherds. He used a wax doll to represent the baby 
Jesus. The animals, including a donkey, some cows, and 
some sheep, were all real. Saint Francis hoped his manger 
scene would help people remember God’s gift of his Son. 
He summoned the town’s 1,500 residents to his display, 
and, as people viewed the spectacle, Francis read from 

the Scriptures.
Today, Saint Francis’s tradition carries on in 

small and large scales. One example of the latter 
takes place in the town hall of The Hague, where a 

life‑sized nativity scene is erected, with actual 
people and animals, including donkeys, oxen, 

and camels borrowed from a nearby zoo.
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Merry Christmas—
AND YOU’RE UNDER ATTACK!

As the year 1776 drew to a close, the Revolutionary 
War seemed to be going the way of the British. The  
Colonial forces had lost a string of battles, and morale 
was low. Many men deserted the Continental Army.

General George Washington realized he needed to 
do something or the war was lost. On Christmas Day, 
the general led 2,400 troops on a dangerous nocturnal 
crossing of the icy Delaware River. Washington’s forces 
successfully navigated the river and crept into New Jersey 
on the day after Christmas. They launched a surprise 
attack on Trenton, with Washington figuring that the 
enemy Hessian soldiers would be bloated and disoriented 
after indulging in too much holiday food and drink.

Washington’s daring gamble paid off. The Colonial 
forces dominated the enemy with minimal bloodshed. 
Then Washington and his army reversed course and 
recrossed the Delaware—now with almost 1,000 Hessian 
prisoners in tow.

The victory energized the entire Continental Army 
and changed the course of the war. Washington went on 
to lead more successful efforts (including the battles of 
Assunpink Creek and Princeton) and eventually won 
the war.
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Martin Luther:
    HISTORIC REFORMER. .   . 

AND CHRISTMAS TREE DECORATOR?

Martin Luther, a Protestant reformer who lived 
about 500 years ago, is credited with inventing the custom 
of bringing a Christmas tree into a home and then dec‑
orating it with shiny, shimmering ornaments and tinsel.

One winter evening, Luther was strolling in the woods, 
admiring tall fir trees standing against a starry sky. He 
cut down one of the trees, carried it home, and decorated 
it with candles. Then he gathered his children around 
the twinkling candles and told them how they reminded 
him of the stars that shone above Bethlehem the night 
Jesus was born.

“This child is the Savior and  
far better than heaven and earth.  

Him, therefore, we should  
acknowledge and accept;  
confess him as our Savior  

in every need, call upon him,  
and never doubt that he will save us  

from all misfortune. Amen.”

— M A R T I N  L U T H E R
(from a Christmas sermon delivered on Christmas Day, 1530)
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Noel News
The word “noel” is seen and heard a lot during 
Christmastime, but many people are unaware of its  
origins. “Noel” is how people say “Christmas” 
in France. (The French version of “Merry 
Christmas” is Joyeux Noël.) According to 
several French sources, the word comes 
from shortening the French phrase les 
bonnes nouvelles, which means “the good 
news”—the good news of Jesus’s birth in 
Bethlehem.

However, several dictionaries, including 
Merriam-Webster, trace noel’s origins to the 
Latin word natalis, or birthday.

Incidentally, “Noel!” is more than a 
greeting. A noel is also a Christmas carol. 
Noels were being sung in Latin and French 
hundreds of years before the word found 
its way into the English language in the 
1800s.
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Green Is a
CHRISTMAS COLOR

Long before Christ’s birth, people used ever‑
green boughs to decorate their homes for winter. The 
greenery reminded everyone that plants, now dormant, 
would return with spring. As Christianity became popular 
in Europe, especially in Germany, the greenery tradition 
was incorporated into religious celebrations.

Christians decorated evergreen trees, representing the 
Garden of Eden. The trees were called Paradise Trees, a 
nod to the biblical Adam and Eve. The tree really became 
popular when Queen Victoria decorated a Christmas 
tree to honor her husband’s German heritage. She was 
a trendsetter. Periodicals of the day showcased the royal 
Christmas trees, and by 1860, most well‑off British homes 
had one. The tradition took a little longer to cross the 
pond, but by 1900, one in five American families had a 
Christmas tree. Today, about 30 million real Christmas 
trees are sold in the US annually.
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