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Encouraging Jewish Choices & A Welcoming Jewish Community




What We Learned from the Second Annual December Dilemma Survey

By Edmund Case

In October 2005, InterfaithFamily.com conducted its second annual December Dilemma Survey. The survey, which fielded responses from 396 people--double the response from the 2004 survey--was designed to understand how people in interfaith families celebrate their own and their partners’ holidays and to gain insight into those celebrations. The survey also asked whether the fact that Hanukkah begins in 2005 on Christmas day would change observances, and in particular what interfaith couples think about the new phenomenon of “Chrismukkah.” 

The survey respondents were self-selected, and 81 percent of the respondents who said they had children raised them as Jews, in comparison to the 33 percent reported in the National Jewish Population Survey 2000-2001 (see Appendix for demographic information). While the survey thus is not representative of all interfaith families, it provides important new information about interfaith families who are raising their children as Jews -- a very important demographic for Jewish continuity.

The survey found that Hanukkah is an important holiday for the respondents: 98 percent expected to participate in Hanukkah celebrations in 2005, while 85 percent of respondents expected to participate in Christmas celebrations.

Seventy-one percent of the respondents who expected to participate in Christmas celebrations said they would decorate a Christmas tree in their own home, an increase from 53% in 2004; 76% percent expected to have Christmas dinner in the homes of relatives or friends, an increase from 64% in 2004:

	6. Which of the following are you planning to do in your own home (check all that apply):
	Count
	%

(of 386)

	Light a menorah
	380
	98

	Give gifts
	353
	91

	Hanukkah decorations
	249
	65

	Hanukkah music and songs
	237
	61

	Hanukkah foods
	334
	87

	Tell the Hanukkah story
	239
	62


	11. Which of the following are you planning to do in your own home (check all that apply):
	Count
	%

(of 234)
	12. Which of the following are you planning to do in the homes of relatives and/or friends (check all that apply):
	Count
	%

(of 301)

	Decorate a Christmas tree 
	167
	71
	Decorate a Christmas tree 
	89
	30

	Hang stockings 
	108
	46
	Hang stockings 
	77
	26

	Give gifts 
	195
	83
	Give gifts 
	282
	94

	Christmas decorations 
	112
	48
	Christmas decorations 
	49
	16

	Christmas music and songs 
	122
	52
	Christmas music and songs 
	135
	45

	Christmas foods 
	112
	48
	Christmas foods 
	228
	76

	Tell the Christmas story 
	37
	16
	Tell the Christmas story 
	24
	8


In addition, 22% of respondents planned to attend Christmas religious services (compared to 25% in 2004).

Sixty-five percent of respondents said that the fact that this year, Christmas and Hanukkah fall on the same day, would not change how they observe either holiday; 30% said it would change how they observe Hanukkah, and 19% said it would change how they observe Christmas. Many respondents said that they would light a menorah at their non-Jewish relatives’ home in the evening on December 25th, and that they would have potato latkes with their dinner meal. Some said that their Christmas celebrations would be shortened and ended before their Hanukkah celebrations began at night. Some said they would delay their Hanukkah celebrations until some time after December 25th. 

Some in the Jewish community are concerned with religious “syncretism,” or blending of religious traditions. An important survey finding is that despite the fact that the holidays will overlap (with the eight-day holiday of Hanukkah starting on Christmas Day, December 25, 2005), two-thirds of the respondents said they plan to keep their celebrations separate, as opposed to blending them, a margin consistent with last year’s survey results:  

	2. If you plan to participate in both Hanukkah and Christmas celebrations this year, will you blend your holiday celebrations, or kept them separate, where 5 = kept separate, and 1 = blended.
	Count
	%

(of 355)

	1
	39
	11

	2
	26
	7

	3
	56
	16

	4
	82
	23

	5
	152
	43


In a new question this year, we asked if respondents had heard about “Chrismukkah,” a holiday first mentioned on the Fox drama “The O.C.” that combines symbols and celebrations of Hanukkah and Christmas into one holiday. Fifty-seven percent had heard about Chrismukkah; 43% had not. Seventy-eight percent said they thought that Chrismukkah is a bad idea, while only 7% think it is a good idea:

	4. Please rate whether you think Chrismukkah is a good idea or a bad idea, where 5 = a very bad idea and 1 = a very good idea.
	Count
	%

(of 383)

	1
	13
	3

	2
	13
	3

	3
	69
	18

	4
	92
	24

	5
	207
	54


The main reasons offered for why Chrismukkah is a bad idea were that the two holidays have different backgrounds and meanings which are lost when they are combined; that Chrismukkah combines them for commercial reasons; and that combining them is confusing to children. Respondents used words like “taints,” “undermines,” “waters down,” “reduces,” “lowers,” “cheapens,” “dilutes,” “trivializes,” and “offensive.”  Here are some comments:

The holidays are distinct in their meaning and history. To blend them dishonors both. We try to honor both traditions in our family, while raising our children Jewish. To blend the two makes it impossible to truly understand and appreciate what the holidays mean. It further secularizes the holidays because after eviscerating their meaning, commercialization is all that is left.

The fact that we are in interfaith relationships does not mean that we have an interfaith religion. Our religions are still two separate, individual traditions that should be honored as such. Celebrating both Christmas and Hanukkah is one thing, but pretending they are the same holiday is another. 

Religious diversity isn’t about blending traditions; it’s about recognizing and honoring different traditions in their own unique ways.

You can’t blend them like we combined Washington’s and Lincoln’s birthdays into Presidents’ Day. It insults both traditions.

Combining holidays commercializes even more and makes it just a trendy shopping gimmick.

It confuses children. I think they need to be given one clear and consistent message about which holiday is which, and why each is important in its own right. Mixing the two diminishes the meaning for both. 

Who wants fruit salad when either the apples or the oranges are perfectly delicious by themselves?

It would be awfully sad if we got our theological practices from “The O.C.”

Those who said Chrismukkah is a good idea mentioned that it will educate more people about Hanukkah, and that it will engender discussions about the different holidays among children of intermarried parents. Some comments:

At least referring to it reminds the general public that Hanukkah exists.

If Chrismukkah gives non-Jews a better sense of what Hanukkah is all about, more power to them. 

My teenage children have now discussed and started to talk about families that celebrate both holidays. It is a positive to have teenagers talking about the differences and how that makes them feel. I think the media has facilitated discsussion and that is a good thing.

It’s a cute notion for a holiday card.

The common perception about interfaith families is that the December holidays can be challenging and unpleasant as family members struggle with identity crises, conflicting emotions and family guilt. However, by margins similar to last year, a majority of the survey respondents actually eagerly looks forward to and enjoys the December holidays:

	18. Please rank how you are looking forward to the December holidays, where 5 = eager anticipation, 3 = ambivalence, and 1 = not looking forward to the holidays.
	Count
	%

(of 385)

	1
	27
	7

	2
	29
	8

	3
	89
	23

	4
	150
	39

	5
	90
	24


Contrary to popular impressions, and consistent with the 2004 survey results, Hanukkah is perceived as more fun than Christmas -- 87 percent said they enjoyed Hanukkah very much, while only 55 percent said they enjoyed Christmas very much:

	8. If you plan to participate in Hanukkah celebrations this year, please rate how much you expect to enjoy your celebrations, where 5 = a great deal, and 1 = not at all.
	Count
	%

(of 384)
	15. If you plan to participate in Christmas celebrations this year, please rate how much you expect to enjoy your celebrations, where 5 = a great deal, and 1 = not at all.
	Count
	%

(of 328)

	1
	1
	0
	1
	16
	5

	2
	5
	1
	2
	46
	14

	3
	47
	12
	3
	84
	26

	4
	129
	34
	4
	77
	23

	5
	202
	53
	5
	105
	32


Perhaps more surprisingly, and again consistent with last year, respondents reported that they expected their children to enjoy Hanukkah very much more than Christmas (81 percent to 73 percent, respectively):

	9. If your children will participate in Hanukkah celebrations this year, please rate how much you expect they will enjoy your celebrations, where 5 = a great deal, and 1 = not at all.
	Count
	%

(of 287)
	16. If your children will participate in Christmas celebrations this year, please rate how much you expect they will  enjoy your celebrations, where 5 = a great deal, and 1 = not at all.
	Count
	%

(of 232)

	1
	4
	1
	1
	5
	2

	2
	7
	2
	2
	9
	4

	3
	41
	14
	3
	50
	22

	4
	76
	26
	4
	62
	27

	5
	159
	55
	5
	106
	46


For interfaith families raising Jewish children, a primary way to resolve potential conflicts over the December holidays is to treat Hanukkah, but not Christmas, as a religious holiday.  Similar to last year’s results, only one-third of respondents reported that their Hanukkah celebrations would be more secular than religious. In contrast, 78 percent said their Christmas celebrations would be more secular than religious: 

	7. If you plan to participate in Hanukkah celebrations this year, please rate the religious nature of your celebrations, where 5 = deeply religious, and 1 = entirely secular.
	Count
	%

(of 384)
	14. If you plan to participate in Christmas celebrations this year, please rate the religious nature of your celebrations, where 5 = deeply religious, and 1 = entirely secular.
	Count
	%

(of 312)

	1
	31
	8
	1
	183
	59

	2
	91
	24
	2
	59
	19

	3
	154
	40
	3
	32
	10

	4
	91
	24
	4
	22
	7

	5
	17
	4
	5
	16
	5


Many respondents commented on their non-religious celebrations of Christmas: 

We celebrate Christmas as a family holiday, not a religious one. We do Santa, not Jesus.

I feel that even though we will be raising our children Jewish, I have known Christianity for the past 28 years of my life. I love Christmas; it is a time of happiness and “peace on earth.” This is the feeling that I want my children to enjoy! They won’t need to celebrate it as a religious holiday.

Even though we attend church with my in-laws, we do so only to accompany them. For us there is no religious meaning in Christmas--it's just a family time.

For my children, there is no Christian religious symbolism in opening Christmas gifts. Our celebration of Christmas with my husband’s side is more of a family gathering where we laugh, eat, play games, etc.


Xmas is another holiday that doesn’t have religious significance, like Thanksgiving. 

“Telling the holiday story” clearly has religious implications to these respondents; while 62 percent plan to tell the Hanukkah story, only 16 percent plan to tell the Christmas story, again similar to last year’s results. As one respondent said, “My child knows the difference between owning a holiday and a religious belief, and sharing in someone else’s day.” Another said:

We celebrate Hanukkah, and we discuss the story and meaning of Hanukkah. We also discuss that Daddy’s family is not Jewish and that they celebrate Christmas which is a story about Jesus (as my 6 year old is well aware). We celebrate with them because they are our family, but not because we share their story.
Some of the Jews in interfaith families who participate in Christmas celebrations continue to report residual discomfort.  Again similar to 2004, while 71 percent had Christmas trees in their homes, 30 percent of them felt more uncomfortable than comfortable with the tree: 

	17. If you are Jewish and you will have a Christmas tree in your home, please rank how you expect to feel about the tree, where 5 = very comfortable, and 1 = very uncomfortable.
	Count
	%

(of 155)

	1
	20
	13

	2
	27
	17

	3
	36
	23

	4
	30
	19

	5
	42
	27


One respondent may have explained why some feel discomfort:

I do not have a problem with having a tree. I do not believe it’s a religious symbol. I enjoy having it. However, I would feel uncomfortable inviting my parents during the time we have the tree up because I know they are not comfortable with the idea. To them, it’s a symbol of Christianity. To me, it’s a symbol of the warmness and joyfulness of the holiday season.

Twenty-seven percent of Jewish relatives were more uncomfortable participating in Christmas celebrations, compared to no non-Jewish relatives more uncomfortable with participating in Hanukkah celebrations, while 42% of Jewish relatives were more comfortable, compared to 82% of non-Jewish relatives:

	23. If you are a Jewish relative of an interfaith couple and you plan to participate in their Christmas celebrations this year, please rank how you  expect to feel about your participation, where 5 = very comfortable, and 1 = very uncomfortable.
	Count
	%

(of 103)
	22. If you are a non-Jewish relative of an interfaith couple and you plan to participate in their Hanukkah celebrations this year, please rank how you expect to feel about your participation, where 5 = very comfortable, and 1 = very uncomfortable.
	Count
	%

(of 41)

	1
	10
	10
	1
	0
	0

	2
	18
	17
	2
	0
	0

	3
	31
	30
	3
	7
	17

	4
	29
	19
	4
	14
	34

	5
	24
	23
	5
	20
	48


Despite such lingering discomfort, the survey respondents readily explained that they participate in both holiday celebrations as a way of sharing in, honoring and respecting the traditions of the both sides of their family. 

Trying to navigate this holiday is more about navigating the emotions that strong family moments have on each person. Our having a Christmas tree does not make our home less Jewish, but it does honor my husband’s heritage and his emotional need to have a connection to his familial past--the decorations on the tree represent pieces of his family history. I would be loathe to ask him to give this up. We have comfort in our home as a Jewish home, but my husband does not feel like an interloper. He is a member of our Jewish family with his own personal traditions he can share with us.
Only 13% of the respondents who said they were raising their children as Jews told their non-Jewish relatives not to give Christmas presents to their children.

A major concern in the Jewish community over intermarriage is whether the children of interfaith parents develop Jewish identities. Interestingly, many of the survey respondents wrote that celebrating Christmas actually strengthened their children’s Jewish identity rather than weakened it. One said that was because “it illustrates the differences.” Another said, “If anything, it makes her Jewish identity stronger. She is very clear that this is not her holiday, that she celebrates her mother’s tradition.” 

One respondent explained how participating in Christmas celebrations created a family dynamic that supported raising her children Jewish:

My mother is 85, and is generally very tolerant of my choice to live as a Jew. I try not to rub her nose in the need for distinctions. We celebrate her Xmas at her house, and honor her traditions there. When I was studying with my rabbi, he urged me to let my mother give our children Christmas gifts, at her house. He believed it would increase her acceptance of my decision to live in a Jewish home and raise Jewish children. I think he was very wise.

One respondent told how her children accepted their parents’ explanations of their family’s observances:

Our children’s Jewish identity has not been defined by my participation in Christmas or Hanukkah. The children have seen that I respect their father’s traditions as he has respected mine. Our oldest child, who is almost five years older than his sister, once told her that she won’t celebrate Christmas always, that we do it for Dad and not because we celebrate the holiday. I think that is the most telling thing the children have said about us celebrating Christmas.

One respondent said that participating in Christmas celebrations helped her child to be more tolerant and understanding of others. Another said that participation “helps to broaden their understanding of other religions, and become more accepting and open to other people’s beliefs and customs.”

Finally, one respondent spoke of a “new” Jewish identity:

If [participating] does affect her identity, well then she just has a new Jewish identity, one that is necessarily crafted by the fact that she has a Catholic mom and a Jewish dad.

Children raised as Jews by interfaith parents were asked whether their participation in Christmas celebrations affected their Jewish identity. One said, “It does not change who I am when I help others celebrate.” Another said, “No, it did not affect it at all. I didn’t see Xmas as mine.” 
Other verbatim comments: “I am not worried about the children’s religious identity. My Baptist husband bakes challah every Friday night.” “I think there’s a lot of hand-wringing over this issue and I just don’t see it as such a big deal. If you ask my children they will tell you they’re Jewish but celebrate Christmas because their mom is Episcopalian. I think they’re quite clear on their identity.
Several respondents made the important point that Jewish religious identity is formed throughout the year, not just in December, in response to a question asking whether children’s religious identity was confused by participating in Christmas celebrations. One said, “We do things that are Jewish all year round--religious school, celebrating holidays at temple, at home, with friends.” Another said, “My children know that my family of origin is not Jewish. I don’t hide this from anyone, and I don’t apologize for it. They know that in our house we light Shabbat candles, observe Passover and celebrate all the fabulous Jewish holidays all year round. We don’t have to go bust in December.” Another said, “What you do one day of the year doesn’t label who you are. How you live every day, as a Jew or a non-Jew, is how we become informed as to who we are.”

Finally, one respondent observed that, “If their Jewish identity is so fragile that having a tree in the house for a month could affect it, then the identity wasn’t here to begin with.”

Appendix: Demographic information

Eighty percent of the respondents said they were raising their children as Jews:

	Analysis of answers about religion in which children are/were being raised
	Count
	%

(of 258 who answered questions about children)

	Jewish
	210
	81

	 Both
	24
	9

	 Some in one, some in other
	16
	6

	 One religion other than Jewish
	5
	2

	None
	3
	1


Sixty-seven percent of the respondents identified as Jewish, 11% as Catholic, and 9% as Protestant:

	26. What is your religion (check all that apply):
	Count
	% 

(of 383 answers)

	Jewish 
	292
	76

	Catholic 
	41
	11

	Protestant 
	42
	11

	Muslim 
	2
	1

	Hindu 
	0
	0

	Agnostic 
	15
	4

	Atheist 
	6
	2

	None 
	6
	2


Eighty-one percent of respondents were female:

	29. What is your gender:
	Count
	%

(of 194)

	Male
	78
	20

	Female
	311
	80


Sixty-two percent of respondents were between 30 and 49:

	30. What is your age:
	Count
	%

(of 395)

	20-29
	65
	16

	30-39
	135
	34

	40-49
	110
	28

	50-59
	59
	15

	60-69
	23
	6

	70 and over
	3
	1


Age of children:

	31. What is the age of your children (check all that apply):
	Count
	%

(of 279)

	10 and under 
	186
	67

	11-19 
	78
	28

	20-29 
	40
	14

	30 and over 
	26
	9


Seventy percent of respondents belong to a Jewish organization:

	32. Do you belong to any Jewish organizations (synagogue, Jewish Community Center, etc.)?
	Count
	%

(of 394)

	Yes
	275
	70

	No
	119
	30
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