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The Spouse Who Stole Christmas
By Sue Eisenfeld

It seemed like a fine idea. "Let's not do Christmas this year," my Protestant-born but non-practicing
husband had suggested. "It's just too commercial, too materialistic.” Easily, | said, "OK." After all,
I am Jewish. Who am | to say we have to celebrate Christmas?

So, unlike the previous eight years of our marriage, we did not buy a Christmas tree; we did not
wind our way through the pines, spruces, and firs, touching and smelling and assessing heights and
widths. We did not haul the boxes of glass fruit, vegetable, animal, and outdoor-themed ornaments
from the basement and vie over who could hang each precious one; we did not buy more of them at
craft stores and art galleries to add to our collection. Of course we did not put up our multicolored
lights, the rainbow aura of which our cat loved to nestle into under the tree. We did not buy 60 feet
of pine boughs to decorate our wrap-around porch. We did not bake cookies. We did not buy each
other gifts: no CDs, no jewelry, no books. We did not even do Christmas stockings, usually full of
unusual little finds and cheap necessities like deodorant and dental floss. We did not wake up early
on Christmas morning.

I didn't think any of this would matter when | agreed to abandon the holiday. After all, we had still
planned to light the Hanukkah lights, and my husband had even purchased fancy tie-dye Hanukkah
candles made by a local artist. Hanukkah is a minor holiday, after all, not really intended to beget
so much fanfare. But I had forgotten how festive and warm the pagan rituals of Christmas had felt,
how special that time of year had become, even though these traditions had never been part of my
upbringing. When we walked the streets of Old Town after dinner at a nearby restaurant on
Christmas Eve, beneath a halo of lights wound around tree branches and street lamps and amidst a
neighborhood full of festivity, I felt left out.

| debated whether | felt left out because 96 percent of Americans celebrate Christmas in some way
and | wasn't part of it this year. Or because | am a minority in a mostly Christian nation who often
feels underrepresented and misunderstood. Or because some Americans want to imbue even more
of our secular institutions with Christianity, thereby impeding my religious freedom and negating
the separation of church and state. Or maybe simply because my husband and | had developed a
tradition, something we had created together out of love and unity and sharing, and we abandoned
it this year, out of cold practicality, to save energy and paper and plastic and other natural resources
(and money) by taking our own personal stand against the national affliction of materialism and
consumerism.
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I can't say exactly why I felt I missed Christmas this year. | certainly don't advocate the purchase of
unnecessary "stuff.” I don't want to have anything to do with the hysteria in malls and
supermarkets. I think Christmas as it is practiced today in America strays far from its original roots.
I don't even think that Christmas should be a federal holiday in today's day and age. | don't
subscribe to any of its religious tenets, and | don't think they should be forced upon me.

But somehow, | did miss it. In some ways, for a Jew in an interfaith marriage, celebrating
Christmas is like visiting a foreign country. You go, you partake of foods you wouldn't normally
eat, you see sights that you've never seen before, you immerse yourself in a new culture. You
marvel, you take pictures, you write home. You forge bonds and understanding with the locals. But
then you return and go about living your normal life, glad to be home, among the familiar.

And you talk about how you can't wait to go back next year, because you had so much fun.

Sue Eisenfeld is a writer whose work has been published in The Washingtonian, The
Washington Post, Virginia Living, and Blue Ridge Country. She plans to find a way to do a
waste-free Christmas this year. She can be reached at earthwords@earthlink.net.
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Bringing Christmas Back
By Gina Hagler

When | married my husband more than 20 years ago, | assumed we'd celebrate Jewish holidays at
his parents' home, Christian holidays at my parents' home, and Jewish and Christian holidays in our
home. | knew it would be hectic, but at the time it seemed it would be the nice sort of hectic that
comes with having too much of a good thing. For a variety of reasons, those holiday expectations
didn't pan out.

At first, there was so much going on with raising and adopting kids that | didn't pay much attention
to the lack of Christmas in our home. | was not a practicing Catholic. We were raising our kids to
self-identify as Jews. They knew | was Catholic and they knew about Christmas.

That seemed like enough for a while, but after a few years | missed
Christmas, so we shared in the holiday with friends a couple of
times. Probably because | was missing my own family, our
participation felt flat and staged. I eventually gave it up and focused
instead on the ways | could incorporate the aspects of Christmas that
were important to me into our Hanukkah celebrations. Once |
included my traditional foods and made sure there was plenty of
festive music during the season, the Jewish holidays really felt like
my own.

Yet lately as December approaches each year, as much as | enjoy
and value our Jewish holiday celebrations, | find myself astonished to be facing a variant of the
December dilemma. Should we celebrate Christmas in our home? It's not that straightforward
because at this point my children are definitely Jewish and I converted to Judaism about 10 years
ago. But I find myself contemplating buying a tree. It isn't part of my religious practice and hasn't
been for years. So why would I even consider celebrating Christmas?

Flimsy as it sounds the answer is because | grew up Catholic. | grew up with a Christmas tree and
stockings. Presents under the tree. A traditional Italian Vigile (meal) on Christmas Eve. The
restless anticipation of Santa's arrival. The bustle of activity and family. Christmas carols, advent
calendars. Mistletoe and a wreath on the door. But more to the point, | grew up sharing the
excitement of that December holiday season. | want my children to understand what that's all
about.
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I suppose we could affiliate with a church and experience Christmas through that community, but
that feels as irreverent as celebrating such a significant Christian holiday simply for the tree and the
stockings. That's not my purpose, so a couple of years ago | announced we were going to celebrate
Christmas. Each of my kids took the opportunity to let me know that Jews don't celebrate
Christmas, but I was determined to use the ornaments that had been sitting in a box all those years.
I wanted to decorate my home. | wanted to play Christmas music at Christmas time. Now that my
children were old enough not to be confused by a mixed message about their religion, | wanted
them to share this part of what my life had been like when | was young.

My kids were great, treading carefully around me in the way they reserve for slightly deluded
people. They sort of threw tinsel in the general direction of the tree but definitely got into hanging
the ornaments. For them it was an alien ritual; they were clearly participating only out of respect
for me. That might have been reason enough to get rid of the ornaments and forget Christmas but
for the pleasure I took in telling them the story behind each ornament and Christmas carol. And the
reaction of my oldest son when I took him with me to buy the tree.

For anyone who celebrates Christmas, picking out the tree is about as basic a step as you get. For
my son it was as much a revelation as my first High Holy Day service had been for me. Here were
people involved in an activity he'd never encountered. And there were definite conventions to it
that he'd entirely missed. By the time he was enjoying his second glass of hot apple cider--with a
cinnamon stick--and could recognize the difference between a balsam and a spruce, | could tell he
was getting the point | wanted to share about Christmas. That Christmas is not just about the gifts
or the tree or even about the religious significance. It's about an entire whirl of activity--from
selecting the tree to finding the exact, perfect gift to choosing the wrapping paper to singing along
with the music. It's about being part of a community that only exists at that precise moment.

My preference is still to share in the holiday and holiday preparations with another family who
would, in turn, like to share in Hanukkah and our Hanukkah preparations. Barring that, I'll be
introducing my younger children to a significant part of my childhood by celebrating our form of
Christmas.

| think.

| won't know for sure until December.

For outreach professional Dawn Kepler's perspective on this article, read Don't Bring Back
Christmas, by Dawn Kepler.

Gina Hagler lives in the Maryland suburbs with her husband and three children. You can
see more of her work at www.ginahagler.com and http://ginahagler.blogspot.com.
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Don't Bring Christmas Back
By Dawn Kepler

An outreach professional’s response to Bringing Christmas Back, by Gina Hagler.

First I want to compliment Gina for her honesty. This is a difficult subject and she has done a lot of
self-reflection. There are several concerns here. | ran Gina's article by several Jews-by-choice since
I believe that her experience is unique and deserves the reflection of others who have walked her
path.

Gina has made two significant and demanding life choices, first to raise her children as Jews, not
the tradition of her own family and second, to convert to Judaism herself. What she decides now
will deeply impact her children. Although she feels they are past the age to be confused, that is
simply not true. They are clearly confused by her “"changing the rules” of their family, as expressed
by their feelings that she was "slightly deluded.” Why is Mom giving up on what our family is
committed to? They expressed to her that "Jews don't celebrate Christmas," thus letting her know
that what she had taught them didn't coincide with what she was now teaching them. Also, since
Gina has adopted kids who don't look traditionally Ashkenazi Jewish, if they celebrate Christmas
too, they invite the general community to see them as Christian when that is apparently not what
the kids or Gina want.

Another message from a Jew-by-choice was that the memories of childhood last a lifetime. But
they may not be something that can be recreated. Parents die, siblings move away, many Christian
couples mourn the loss of Christmas Past.

And further, developing a Christmas practice with your children may only extend into their
generation the sense of a longing and a loss.

Gina's taking up Christmas has the potential to undermine her community's belief that she has
completely embraced a Jewish identity for herself.

What to do? First, | would like to see Gina's husband be a loving and committed partner in seeking
with her a solution to her sense of loss. Second, where is her community, her congregation, her
rabbi? They too owe her their love, their ear, their active commitment to alleviate her situation.
Finally, I would suggest that Gina and her family explore celebrating more of the Jewish holidays
in ways that emulate the things she misses--family togetherness, familiar repeated traditions,
anticipation, the whirl of activity, gift-giving, being part of a community.
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I wish Gina a joyful year of exploration and want to tell her that my phone and the phones of my
comrades in Outreach are always open.

Dawn C. Kepler is director of Building Jewish Bridges: Outreach to Interfaith Couples,
located in Oakland, Calif.
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