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Unitarians and Christmas 

 

December 15, 2013 

Rev. Dr. Jim Sherblom 

First Parish in Brookline 

 

Reading:  “Unitarian Univeralists’ Battle for the Soul of Christmas” by Tracy Springberry 

 

Once upon a time, Unitarians believed the fight for the soul of the American Christmas was a 

battle worth fighting.  It was Unitarians who wove together Santa Claus, Christmas trees, gift 

giving around the tree, a focus on charity, and peace and goodwill toward all to create the 

Christmas that the majority of Americans celebrate today.  And while the story of the baby Jesus 

was not left out, what was central to this holiday was not the coming of God in a human form for 

the atonement of sins, as it was for conservative Christians, but Unitarian values and theology. 

 

Long ago, when the Puritans came to this country, they banned Christmas.  At that time in 

England, Christmas was nothing like the Christmas we celebrate today.  It was a wild party, 

much like Mardi Gras.  People drank [to excess].  They got crazy.  They shot off guns and 

fireworks.  They made a nuisance of themselves.  This partying way of celebrating had an old, 

old history.  When Roman rulers were trying to convince people to be Christian and not pagan, 

they announced [Jesus’] birthday would be celebrated in December, the time when Romans 

celebrated Saturn over a week of wild partying. 

 

Puritans understood the pagan roots of Christmas, noted that the Bible never mentioned 

celebrating Christ’s birthday and insisted everyone should simply ignore it.  In 1621, when some 

of the colonies’ residents tried to take Christmas day off, the governor ordered them back to 

work.  Thirty years later the General Court of Massachusetts declared the celebration of 

Christmas to be a criminal offense.  Puritans did win that [culture] war for a long time.  For 

nearly 150 years, celebrating Christmas was illegal in New England.  [But as the 18
th

 century 

ended,] liberal Puritans, who were on the verge of becoming Unitarians, began to call for the 

public observance of Christmas. 

 

In the 1800’s Unitarians were trendsetters.  They were well educated, often wealthy, and had 

access to and control of the media.  Unitarian thinkers began to write about Christmas, bringing 

their values and theology to the forefront of the conversation.  One of the most influential 

moments in this transformation of Christmas was the publication of “A Visit from St. Nicholas” 

in 1823 by Clement Moore, a Unitarian.  Later it was another Unitarian, Thomas Nast, a 

cartoonist, who placed Santa on the North Pole as a message that he existed for all the children 

of the world. 
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The Unitarians also brought us the Christmas tree.  The Christmas tree had become a symbol of 

the holiday in Germany in the 1700’s.  One Christmas Charles Follen, a German immigrant and 

Unitarian [Harvard professor], invited several colleagues to his home where he had put up a 

Christmas tree lit with candles and covered with ornaments as he remembered from his 

childhood…  Two of his Unitarian guests wrote about the experience and in a short time, middle 

class Americans were celebrating Christmas by putting up Christmas trees.  Unitarians also 

brought us family gift giving, especially the tradition of children giving to parents.  Samuel 

Coleridge, the Unitarian poet [visited Germany and saw families exchanging gifts]…  Coleridge 

loved how this tradition taught children about generosity and unselfishness, and his story about it 

was published in The Christian Register, the official Unitarian magazine of the time.  This was 

one of the great answers to the Unitarian questions – how do we teach generosity?  This gift 

exchange among parents and children became part of the Christmas tradition. 

  



3 
 

Sermon 

 

Rev. John Pierpont was an early 19
th

 century Unitarian minister, abolitionist, transcendentalist, 

and progressive reformer who served our church in Medford.  His oldest son, John Pierpont Jr., 

became a minister and abolitionist serving our oldest Unitarian church in the south, Savannah, 

Georgia.  His younger son, Jim Pierpont, was a scalawag.  He ran away to sea at the age of 14, 

returning home in his early twenties to marry, quickly father two children, become the music 

director in his father’s church, before abandoning them to join the 1849 California gold rush 

where he failed to become rich.  Church music in this period was Christian poetry or psalms set 

to one of 100 tunes.  Winter fun could be had racing on snow-covered roads from Medford to 

Malden, and flirtations between young men and women, as long as your one-horse open sleigh 

didn’t become upset.  It is this Unitarian black sheep music director who wrote the most famous 

American Christmas carol, Dashing Through the Snow. 

 

I wish you very happy holidays!  This is a heretical act.  Some reactionary American Christians 

have begun to claim, like some Puritan forebears, that this holiday should be exclusively 

Christian in observance.  They have declared a war on secular humanism, on post-modernity, 

and on the globalization of American culture.  They are seeking to preserve the soul of Christmas 

as exclusively Christian.  This is an important battle for what will be dominant in American 

culture, and it has been fought off and on for nearly 200 years, and the Unitarians won.  So rather 

than giving up on Christmas, and Christmas pageants, I wish to explore how Unitarians and 

Universalists contributed to and created so much of what we love about Christmas.  Let us 

cherish our traditions, and they can cherish theirs, or ours. 

 

Unitarian Universalism began with the so-called 1805 Unitarian controversy, when liberals 

captured Harvard, and decided to celebrate Christmas as a family-centered rather than church-

centered celebration.  In those days we were trendsetters.  We were the educated elite, often 

wealthy, and held key positions in liberal churches, higher education, the legal system, and the 

mass media.  Unitarian Universalist values began to reshape American culture.  This shift in 

culture is reflected in Unitarian poet Clement Moore’s 1822 poem A Visit from St. Nicholas 

which we know as ’Twas the Night before Christmas.  Rather than celebrate a Christ Mass 

church ritual, or even celebrate a long-deceased Catholic saint named Nicholas, Moore’s poem 

creates a jolly visitor bringing bundles of toys and presents to all children on the night before 

Christmas.  As this elfin imp flies away in a reindeer-drawn sleigh he calls out “Happy 

Christmas to all, and to all a good night!”  I don’t think we could get more Unitarian Universalist 

than Santa Claus’ goodwill to all!  This shift to a home-based secular celebration was enhanced 

by Harvard professor and Unitarian minister Charles Follen in 1832 when he introduced the non-

religious German custom of bringing indoors an evergreen Christmas tree and decorating it in a 

holiday party.  Follen included both British and American Unitarian journalists among his 
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guests, and they wrote about it eagerly, resulting in its becoming another American tradition.  

Loretta and I brought our tree inside the day after Thanksgiving. 

 

The transcendentalists of the early 19
th

 century, including the Wayland, MA Unitarian minister 

Edmund Hamilton Sears, tried to redefine and make transcendent the Christmas message of 

heavenly voices proclaiming peace on earth and goodwill to all.  In 1849, fresh from the United 

States wicked war on Mexico, as revolutions broke out in Europe, Sears wrote his humanist 

hymn that came to be known as It Came Upon a Midnight Clear.  That famous American 

Christmas song Jingle Bells was written for a Unitarian children’s choir to sing on the Sunday 

following Thanksgiving in 1857.  This song is completely free of Christian concepts and/or 

church: experiencing the transcendence of the season while dashing through the snow in a one-

horsed open sleigh!  How much more Unitarian Universalist can you get? 

 

The most famous Unitarian cartoonist of the 19
th

 century was Thomas Nast who drew for 

Harper’s Weekly.  Nast is often considered the “Father of the American Cartoon,” having 

personally created the elephant symbol for the Republican Party, the donkey symbol for the 

Democratic party, depicting the horrors of slavery that helped justify Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation, and then demonizing the Tammany Hall political machine in cartoons until he 

destroyed that corrupt institution.  Perhaps Nast’s most famous derogatory cartoon was of the 

U.S. Congress, in the form of Lady Liberty, blocking followers of minority religions from having 

equal access to the State.  This cartoon helped cement in Americans’ minds the importance of 

separating church and state, a very Unitarian concept indeed. 

 

In 1881, Harper’s Weekly asked Nast to draw pictures of Santa Claus to illustrate its publication 

of Moore’s poem.  Unlike Moore’s earlier green elfin visitor, Nast turned Santa into a large, 

jolly, humanist depiction of joy, hope, peace, and goodwill for all humankind.  If you had to pick 

just one date, that 1881 issue of Harper’s Weekly and Nast’s depiction of Santa Claus in it, was 

when Unitarians won the war for the soul of American Christmas.  Presents for the kids on 

Christmas morning, gift exchanges between different members of the family, stockings and trees 

in every home, and goodwill to all humankind, would all become hallmarks of the American 

Christmas as it became a non-Christian family-centered American holiday.  Yet, in church we 

need not give up our Unitarian Universalist celebrations of the ancient stories.  Was Jesus even a 

little bit UU?  We retell stories, breathing new meaning into them, in every generation.  Our 

pageant can, and has, included more than three kings, of varying genders; baby Jesus can be 

black; and Mary and Joseph can be a same-sex couple.  It is up to us to find transcendence 

wherever we can in life.  So I end this homily, so we can enjoy our annual Christmas pageant, 

with a Christmas poem by British Unitarian poet Samuel Coleridge: 
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The shepherds went their hasty way, and found the lowly stable-shed where the 

Virgin Mary lay.  And now they checked their eager tread, for to the babe that at 

her bosom clung, a mother’s song the Virgin-Mother sung. 

 

They told her how a glorious light, streaming from a heavenly throng, around 

them shone suspending night!  While sweeter than a mother’s song, blest angels 

heralded the savior’s birth, glory to God on high and peace on earth… 

 

Then wisely to my soul elate.  That strife should vanish, battle cease: I’m poor 

and of low estate, the mother of the prince of peace.  Joy rises in me, like a 

summer’s morn: peace, peace on earth!  The prince of peace is born! 

 

Whatever holidays you celebrate: Chanukah, Santa Lucia, Yuletide, Winter Solstice, Christmas, 

or Kwanzaa, please enjoy them with your friends and family gathered round.  This is meant to be 

a season of joy.  I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 

 

Let’s prepare for our pageant by singing a Unitarian Universalist hymn:  It Came Upon a 

Midnight Clear, #244 in the grey hymnal. 


