AJR Gerry Christmas
Anncr: [00:00:00] Julie Ryan noted psychic and medical Intuitive is ready to answer your personal questions. Even those you never knew you could ask for more than 25 years. As she developed and refined her intuitive skills, Julie used her knowledge as a successful inventor and businesswoman to help others. Now she wants to help you to grow, heal, and get the answers you've belonging to here.
Do you have a question for someone who's transitioned? Do you have a medical issue? What about your pet's health or behavior? Perhaps you have a loved one who's close to death and you'd like to know what's happening. Are you on the path to fulfill your life's purpose no matter where you are in the world?
Take a journey to the other side and ask Julie Ryan. 
Julie: Hi everybody. Merry Christmas and welcome to the Ask Julie Ryan Show. It's where we blend spirituality and practicality to help you live a life of purpose and joy. From angels and nativity scenes to evergreen trees and midnight rituals. [00:01:00] Christmas is a blend of sacred mystery and human imagination.
Today I'm joined by renowned historian, Dr. Jerry Boler, to uncover the spiritual origins behind our most beloved Christmas traditions and the ones that almost disappeared. This is Christmas, like you've never heard it full of wonder, symbolism and a deeper connection to the divine. Please remember to subscribe, leave a comment, and share this episode with your family and friends.
Now, let's go talk with Dr. Jerry. Dr. Jerry, welcome to this show. I'm so thrilled that you could join us today of all days. 
Gerry: Yes, indeed. Yes. Merry Kay. Oh 
Julie: my gosh. This is a special Christmas show and I, I was telling you before we started recording that I wanted to have a scholar. Who knew all kinds of information about Christmas on the show.
And so my team put together [00:02:00] several names of of scholars around the world and I saw your name and I said, that's my guy. And that was even before I read about you. So thank you for making the time for us. 
Gerry: My pleasure. 
Julie: Some cultures believe the veil between Worlds Thins at Christmas time. Have you ever come across any historical roots for that idea?
Well, 
Gerry: uh, it's a, certainly a medieval Christian belief. It's, uh, a belief that as. Uh, in, in the course of the year, the, uh, birth of, uh, the anniversary, the birth of Jesus draws nearer hostile elements in the universe, um, get angrier and, uh, so they rage furiously. And in the middle Ages where there was no artificial light.
Um, people at the darkest time of the year in which Christmas, Christmas is, is put, um, like to be inside doors closed. Fire on candles lit [00:03:00] and safe from the, the elements that are roaring outside. Um, werewolves are supposed to be particularly upset this time of year. Uh, in Greece there are, uh, spirits or, or demonic figures called the Kroy who come down the chimney.
Um, in Norway, for example, you would put up, um, something stinky in your fireplace to keep them from coming down. Horses jaw or, or old shoes? Um, all kinds of, um, medieval customs used to keep the, uh, the spirits at bay. 
Julie: Interesting. Are werewolves real? 
Gerry: Well, there is a, uh, a medical condition known as, uh, like Camp Fallopia.
Um, and who am I to deny the, uh, the centuries of wisdom? I, I don't. I don't keep any garlic around or silver bullets, but it, it's certainly a common belief, uh, the wear creature, [00:04:00] um, where bears, uh, in Northern Europe and where leopards, uh, particularly in, uh, in West Africa. So werewolves are, were quite the fear, uh, in the, in the middle ages.
And I remember being terribly frightened, uh, as a child of, uh, uh, Abbott and Costello meet the werewolf, uh, played by Lon Cheney. So. 
Julie: Oh, that's a riot. Oh my gosh. Jerry, why does Christmas touch people so deeply, even those who aren't religious? 
Gerry: Christmas is, uh, about a lot of things, and uh, at the heart of it is, is the story of, um, a family, um, looking for, uh, a, a place to be safe.
And the birth of a little baby in, in very, uh, humble circumstances that that touches people. Um, there's also the element of the world turned upside down, that, um, [00:05:00] God comes, uh, the creator of the universe comes to earth in the form of a helpless baby. And the announcement isn't made, uh, to the palace or, or to the army or public officials.
It's made to a bunch of low lifes, uh, out in the field, um, watching their sheep. Uh, so there's that, that always that, that touching element, um, to it. And then there's of course the, the religious elements, uh, the promise of, of redemption, of, of reconciliation. And then there's, uh, simply the winter festival aspect of it.
Every, every culture in the temperate zone, uh, everybody that has seasons, um, has a midwinter festival that involves three elements. Uh, it involves, uh, light and, uh, greenery and feasting. That's, this is the time of the year when the food is most plentiful. You've got, uh, no modern refrigeration systems, so you've gotta eat it up.
Um, [00:06:00] the beer is brewed, the wine is made, uh, the sausages are made. The, the baking is done. Eat those cookies, have that ham, uh, celebrate because, uh, pretty soon there isn't gonna be that food. So, um, there's so many aspects of Christmas that grab people, no matter, um, where they are or what their particular, uh, beliefs are.
Julie: Interesting. And then they were into the dark days of winter where 
Gerry: Absolutely. Yeah. And, and so you have 12 days dedicated holiday. Um, it, it was against the law in many places to work on those. Um, the lord could expect no, uh, feudal services due. In fact, he was often obliged to be your host to provide, uh, beer and, uh, roast beef for anybody that dropped in.
Uh, it's a time of, um, a charity. Uh, and, and, uh, for those, uh, the run up to Christmas [00:07:00] and, and the 12 days, it was a way to, um, keep winter at bay as long as you could. 
Julie: Is that where the partridge in a pear tree comes from in the 12 days of Christmas? The song? 
Gerry: Uh, no. Uh, that's actually a, a, a funny kind of counting game.
Um, and there were, there were all kinds that, uh, that popped up. Um. Every culture had accounting game like that. So, um, no, the, any attempt to find, uh, a code or, or meaning in that, uh, is, is in vain. I think it's, it's just a silly song. 
Julie: Okay. Well, oh, there are religious scholars that think that each one of those symbols means something.
Gerry: Um, yeah, that was an internet myth. Um, I, I know the guy started it. Um, and do you know 
Julie: the guy that started it? Yeah. 
Gerry: Um, well, we corresponded back in the nineties. Um, no, uh, there isn't, uh, if, if, if, um. You often see that I used to get emails all the time. [00:08:00] Dr. Bower, did you know the 12 days of Christmas is really a secret Catholic code?
Uh, no it's not. Uh, none of the things, uh, in that, um, story, uh, have any particular Catholic, um. Connotation. It, it's stuff that any anybody could talk about out loud. So it didn't have been, um, uh, encoded at all there. There's nothing about transubstantiation or papal supremacy or, or predatory. 
Julie: You're debunking the myth.
What? Ask Julie Ryan. 
Gerry: That's why 
Julie: I love it. 
Gerry: That's why you're paying the big bucks for me today, Julie. 
Julie: That's it. That's it. Christmas has had layers of meaning across centuries. From your perspective, what spiritual themes have remained constant throughout its evolution? 
Gerry: That's a good question, because Christmas has an almost 2000 year, uh, history of being celebrated, and it, it has many, many layers.
Um, the first is, [00:09:00] um, the incarnation, the indwelling in flesh. Of, of God, of, of God coming in the form of a baby. And, and that has stayed, um, true. Um, the magi are, are an interesting element. Um, the notion of wise men from afar and wise men from a different, or, or perhaps several different religious traditions coming.
Adore the baby. Um, magi interest has always, um, been strong. Um, then there's the, um. The maternal aspect, um, the Madonna, incredibly powerful. Um, for example, when, when the Christian story is taken, uh, into Central America, um, that is one of the most appealing, uh, notions, uh, to the native people of Central and [00:10:00] South America.
Um, and, and the first, um, uh, Christmas miracle in, in the new world, uh, is the appearance of the Virgin Mary. Um. In the Christmas season to a, um, um, a Mexican, uh, peasant and now all of that, uh, that's a hugely established tradition. 
Julie: Which apparition was 
Gerry: that? Um, that was the appearance of, of Mary and, um, holding flowers.
Um, uh, forget the name of the, um. Um, the peasant, but he's now a, now a saint. And, um, it, it's quite, uh, quite well celebrated in, in Latin American homes. Um, we've, we've got all kinds of, um, things appearing and disappearing in the Middle Ages. It, it wasn't so much a family, um, holiday that, um, that [00:11:00] comes about.
With the appearance of Saint Nicholas as a magical gift bringer. Um, Saint Nicholas was a, a bishop in the three hundreds and four hundreds in what's now Turkey. He, he was a, an important person, uh, at the time, but over the centuries, all kinds of, uh, myths about his miraculous powers. Appeared. He had the ability to fly, the ability to be in two places at once, and he was the patron saint of children, uh, known for dropping gifts.
Uh, this was before chimney. Drop him in the window. Uh, he became really popular after the year 1000. He, he became the most famous, um, most adored male saint number two Saint A after the Virgin Mary. And so that's when, um, the 11, 12 hundreds, we start seeing a little focus on Christmas being a thing [00:12:00] for kids.
And there were St. Nicholas fairs. And, uh, the tradition of St. Nicholas coming, um, to people's houses, sometimes in person, um, uh, or with a scary helper at his side. Uh, he, he would, he had a good heart. He would bring you presence, but he'd also beat the ba jabbers out of you if you, you didn't know your catechism or he'd been mean, uh, pulled cat's tail.
Um, so that continued very strongly. Until the 15 hundreds when the Protestant Reformation came and abolished the cult of Saints. So Saint Nicholas, uh, is, loses his, um, position as, as a gift bringer for kids in Protestant countries. So they come up with other solutions. They want Christmas, they want Christmas for the kids, and so they come up with the idea of the Christ child.
Ask Crisp Kindle. Look at zoo baby Jesus bringing gifts or angels [00:13:00] or, um, sometimes, uh, former scary helpers that St. Nicholas had, um, now come on their own. Uh, so, so we see that growing. And then, uh, England and Scotland go through a period in which they abolish Christmas. Uh, the Puritans are in control. So, uh, a lot of Christmas traditions disappear and the idea of, uh, a Saint Nicholas or a Christ child coming to give presents disappears for about a century and a half.
And in the English speaking world, Christmas turns into, um. Uh, drunken revelry, um, a place or, um, gangs to gather in the streets and parade up and down, making nuisances of themselves, um, banging on doors, demanding drinks, demanding charity. And so Christmas in the English speaking world declined in, uh, importance and, uh, [00:14:00] prestige.
It was a thing for the lower classes. But then in the early 19 hundreds, Christmas gets reinvented. Uh, it gets reinvented in New York. What 
Julie: recent? 
Gerry: Wow. Um, wow. In I'm surprised by that, huh? Well, it's, it's quite a, a stark change over a course of 30 or 40 years. You go from. People fearing Christmas. And, uh, one English commentator said you were more likely to read about Christmas on the police blotter.
The court report, uh, all these guys hauled in for drunkenness than you were, um, a any other part of the newspaper. So, uh, Charles Dickens, uh, revives it in England with, with, uh, Christmas Carol, uh, a bunch of, uh, Christmas Carol Collectives come up with wonderful old music that had been forgotten. And in New York.
They takes the Saint Nicholas myth that had been brought by the Dutch to New Amsterdam. And uh, the Dutch, Dutch name for [00:15:00] Santa Claus, or sorry, Saint Nicholas is C Claus. And orally they change that into Santa Claus. And a couple poems in the 1820s particularly, um, was the night before Christmas. Santa Claus and the idea of a magic gift ringer coming down the chimney on Christmas Eve just goes viral and all of this, uh, serves to revive Christmas and to make it a child centered, family centered, and then commercially turned holiday that it is today.
Julie: All right. That's a lot to unpack. No, no, no, no, no. It's all good. But, but what happens, Jerry, is then, then my brain starts percolating. I'm like, but what about this? What about this? What about this? Okay, what about 
Gerry: that? 
Julie: First of all, sure. The, the Puritan. Whole thing about that. Christmas was not a big deal.
I've read articles. I live in the deep [00:16:00] south of America in Alabama, and they go nuts for Christmas here. The decorations, the celebrations, all that unlike any other place I've ever lived. I've lived in la I grew up in Ohio. I mean, I've lived in different parts of the country. I had somebody tell me one time that's because the Catholics immigrated more in the South than it was the Puritans in New England and in that area.
Certainly, I don't know the history of Canada. You're gonna know way more about that than I do. But it made sense to me because so many of 'em came in through New Orleans and mobile and they, I mean they, the decorations down here are unlike New York City was standing certainly, but. Oh my goodness. Every home is just over the top decorated and so that makes sense to me.
What you just were talking about, 
Gerry: you have to, uh, throw in the Anglicans as well. The Episcopalians, they're the ones that Amen. Through Virginia, uh, [00:17:00] North Carolina. Um, they're the ones all through the south that are celebrating Christmas, um, in an outdoor fashion. They love to make noise, love to let cannons off.
Fireworks were a big part of it, but you got the, the puritans in, in the northeast and no Christmas there. And Christmas wasn't even a holiday in Boston until I think the 1880s. Yep. 
Julie: Oh my gosh. How'd you get interested in Christmas? I know you've written books on several different topics. I'm sorry. You're such an underachiever.
My goodness. I was reading your, your cv, your resume, and I was like, holy Moses, this guy, you've written how many total books and they've been translated into KBIs of languages. 
Gerry: Yeah, I've had had good publishers. Um, I, I used to be a, um, sort of medieval, early modern historian whose specialty was assassination theory.
And, uh, that wasn't much fun. 
Julie: Christmas is a little bit happier. 
Gerry: Uh, so [00:18:00] a, a friend of mine asked me to come to a party, um, about 35 years ago and to bring a little, uh, historical thing about Christmas because I was a historian. My wife's a, a singer, so she brought a Christmas song. I brought a Christmas quiz.
Uh, historical quiz and, and the crowd went wild. And I said, you ought to write a book. Uh, so I did. I, I spent, uh, about 10 years writing the World's Encyclopedia of Christmas and, uh, ever, ever since then, uh, it's been a daily, um, interest of mine. It's a, a wonderful place to spend your life. Uh, I can create Christmas carols any day of the year.
Julie: Well, I was telling you before we started recording, when I was prepping for our chat today and writing out the questions, I had the biggest smile ever on my face as I was putting all this stuff together, and I don't ever remember in over 700 episodes ever having that big of a smile and enjoying doing a interview prep as much as I have [00:19:00] for you, which is why I was so excited to have you on.
Gerry: Well, that's hopeful. Smiling at the end. 
Julie: Well, we're smiling so far, so I think we're on the right track. What, what was Christmas like in your home growing up? 
Gerry: My parents made a big deal about Christmas. They were both children of the Depression. Uh, my father was very poor, uh, when he was growing up, and so they made an extra effort, uh, that that Christmas would be special.
Um, they, they, they taught us about Santa Claus and they, uh, did everything they could to. Um, encourage my belief. Um, I, I would leave out cookies, uh, and, and a Japanese orange. For Santa Claus and when I come back, there'd be a little note from Santa and, and the cookie, there'd be crumbs on the plate. Uh, they were lavish with their gifts.
Um, it was always a wonderful stalking as well. We were forbidden, uh, to wake the parents up until eight o'clock. Uh, but we could amuse ourselves with what was in the stalking. Uh, [00:20:00] so it, it was wonderful and, and there was always a big family dinner. So it was natural for me, even before I got into the Christmas business, uh, to pass that on.
Um, my kids love Christmas. Uh, we still do a big, my kids in their forties now still get Christmas pajamas from their, from their mom and, uh, the grandchildren wear them. And, uh, yeah, it, it, it was, it was a big thing. And, and we've kept it up. 
Julie: My son who's in his, who's 33 and is a big shot at business, I said to him a few years ago, Jerry, I said, honey, do you still want me to put your Santa sheets on your bed when you come home at Christmas?
And he goes, yeah. Like, why would you even ask that? And he, he's gonna be mortified that I disclose that on this show. But, um, it's just. There is a spirit of Christmas, regardless of how 
Gerry: absolutely [00:21:00] 
Julie: it comes through, that I think is palpable. It's palpable for me, 
Gerry: and it's the one month of the year. I mean, it's the whole month.
It's, it's one 12th of our existence when you are expected to behave better. When you expect other people to behave better and, and you behave better, and you know, you let the other guy go first. If you get mad, your wife is there to say, it's Christmas, Jerry. So, uh, you know, there, there's a built-in, uh, sense of, of, of forgiveness and, and fellowship, uh, even amidst, you know, the traffic jams in the mall and, and all, all the rush and the busyness.
It, it's a special, special feeling. 
Julie: I agree. This topic really fascinates me. How did early Christians blend existing winter rituals with the birth of Jesus? 
Gerry: Good question. Um, it used to be thought that Christians deliberately, um, dated. The nativity in the middle [00:22:00] of a bunch of Roman holidays so that they could hide, uh, or perhaps co-opt those holidays.
Um, that's called the history of religions theory. Um, it's kind of fallen out of favor. Um, there's other more complicated reasons for having it at that period, but you're right, it's instantly a problem for the early church. And, um, once Christmas starts being celebrated openly, uh, in the three hundreds.
'cause Christmas had been, sorry, Christianity had been persecuted for those 300 years. Um, all of a sudden everybody starts saying, uh, look, uh, this is not Saturnalia. This is not, not New Year's. You don't wanna. Give gifts to kids. You don't want to put up greenery, you don't want to go dancing. Um, what you should be doing is, is helping the poor.
Um, you, you shouldn't be spending money on parties. You should be giving it to widows and orphans. So there's this battle and it's still going on. [00:23:00] Uh, it, it's a 17 year, hundred year old battle to keep too much of the winter festival creeping in. But the church realized before too long. That's not the way to go.
Uh, the way to go is to take some of the things that people like doing in the midwinter. Take these feasts, take the the candles and, and the greenery and christianize them, make them harmless. So let's bring greenery into church. Let's have a part of the Christmas season that's dedicated to candles and light.
Um, let's make sure that we have Christmas feasts. Uh, let's not slaughter horses, um, uh, or have, you know, beer binges the way the Vikings did at, at this time of year. So that battle has, has continued and, and it's always a question of balance. Um, Christmas without those isn't as much fun. [00:24:00] Um, but with too much of it, it's just New Year's.
And, uh, everybody's got one of those. So it, it's, uh, it's a balancing act that the church has gone up and down on the, the puritans just went overboard and said, Nope, no Christmas at all. Nothing. Nope. And, um. You know, obviously, uh, there are people who forget the religious aspect of it and, um, completely, you know, they're, they're all Santa Claus and no baby Jesus.
Um, so, uh, and, uh, Christians don't mind. Um, it's, it's, it's a great season. Enjoy it. However, however, you, uh, exactly however you want. 
Julie: Exactly was the star of Bethlehem that led the three wise men to the baby. Jesus. Actually, a comet, 
Gerry: again, this is something people have argued about for years,
Julie: was the star of Bethlehem that led the three wise men to the baby. Jesus actually a [00:25:00] comet. 
Gerry: Ooh, good question. Again, this is something people have argued about for years. Um, uh. The comment theory is, is one, the, uh, particular constellations at a particular time is one, uh, a nova, an exploding star is another.
And then the just plain supernatural, um, is, is another. And, and no one has. Come up with a definitive answer yet. Uh, I would say comets, um, are, are kind of shunted to the side. And, um, most attention now goes to the notion of astrology stars, um, from a particular constellation in a particular place at a particular time.
Um, so we, we don't have, have a definitive answer to that, and it's a wonderful argument that, that people get up to. 
Julie: Who were the three wise men and where'd they come from? 
Gerry: Well, um, first [00:26:00] of all, we don't know that there were three, uh, uh, the Bible just says there were, there were mag, um. MAs wise men from the east.
And, uh, it, it took, oh, maybe three or 400 years for Christians to go through all the possible stories. Uh, there were lots of them. There were, there were hundreds of 'em. They arrived and, uh, no, there were, there were six or eight. And, uh, uh, the name is this, no, no, no. The name is this. So the story that the, uh, the church settled on was that there were three, uh, because they brought three gifts.
Gold, frankincense, and my, and they came from different places. One was from Europe, one was from Asia, one was from Africa. Um, and they are of three different ages. One was a youth, one was middle aged, one was, um, elderly. So, and, and they all came together and met accidentally, [00:27:00] um, outside of Jerusalem. At the place where Christ is going to be crucified.
And then they come together, they go to, uh, Herod, Herod says, uh, look, look it up. Where? Where's, where's this guy gonna be born? Bethlehem. Okay, go to Bethlehem. And then come back and tell me about it. Um, and the wise men again warned in a dream, um, come to the baby Jesus, and then take off. 
Anncr: Yeah. 
Gerry: There are all causing wonderful legends.
Nothing biblical about what happens next. Um, they all convert to Christianity, uh, and go to various places to, um, evangelize, spread the message. Um, but they all come back, um, in their old age and were buried, uh, in Jerusalem. And miraculous. I haven't heard 
Julie: that one. 
Gerry: Oh, here I got it. Gets better. Oh my.
They're buried, their bodies are the same age as they were when they came to Bethlehem in the first [00:28:00] place. Wow. So they're buried there and, uh, they stay buried until. The three hundreds. When the mother of the first Christian emperor comes on on kind of the first Christmas tour, she says, I wanna go to the holy land.
I wanna see where Jesus was born. I wanna see who was buried. And so she, she discovers the tomb of Jesus. She discovers the tomb of the wise men. And um. So they, they actually go on, on, on a bit of a trip. They're, they're taken to, uh, Constantinople for a while, and then they end up in Milan, Italy, which was an imperial capital.
And then everybody forgets about 'em. Nobody knows they were there. Then in the 11 hundreds, the German emperor comes rediscovers them and takes them back to Germany. And if you wanna see where they're buried today, you go to Cologne Cathedral. Where they're in a, a gorgeous, uh, solid gold reliquary. [00:29:00] Um, anyway, Martin Luther saw it.
He wasn't impressed. Could have been any, anybody. 
Julie: Well, speaking of Germany, I love the Christmas markets. Oh, in Germany, I've gotten to go to them. Yep. While I've been in Germany at Christmas time. Where did she in nor. I, I wasn't actually, I was in Dusel Jor the last time I got to go. I was there on a business trip, and this was 15 years ago.
But what a joy to be there during the Christmas market season in Germany, which is, I think, best known of anywhere in the world for the Christmas markets. 
Gerry: Yeah, I haven't been to a German Christmas market, but last year I, I, and friends and family went to one in Prague. PR lava, um, Vienna and Hungary, uh, Budapest, but one of Vienna's fantastic.
If you ever get a chance, 
Julie: I'm sure, I'm sure everything in Vienna is fantastic. It's pretty you, 
Gerry: it's a classy city. 
Julie: It's a special place. I [00:30:00] agree. You've uncovered countless Christmas stories that nobody's ever heard of before. What's one that still gives you goosebumps? 
Gerry: Oh boy. Um. I like the fact that I am helped popularize, uh, the notion that it, that Coke didn't have much to do with, uh, the look of Santa, uh, uh, Coke.
Coke made much of it, but I pointed out that, uh, software and companies had been using Santa for, for decades before uh, Coke got involved. Um. I, I like the fact as a Canadian, I, I like the fact that, uh, Canada invented some Christmas things. We invented the Christmas catalog. Uh, we invented, uh, the Christmas parade.
Um, we invented radio, and the first radio broadcast was on Christmas Eve and, uh, uh, [00:31:00] had Christmas carols as, as part of the, uh, uh, the broadcast. Uh, I've, I've got a million. 
Julie: Did What did they, did they read was the night before Christmas? 
Gerry: Um, no he didn't. Uh, that's become, um, more and more a, a thing to do, isn't it?
Um, Uhhuh, yeah, there are on Christmas Eve. Yeah. Yes. I, I, I do that, uh, for my kids, um, or my grandkids now. And when my kids were growing up, we'd, uh, starting in beginning of December, we'd read the Christmas Carol, uh, or, uh, Charles Daytons. Uh, still do it. Still do the ending for that. 
Julie: The Christmas Carol. I use that as an example in my training, Jerry, about how really spirits and angels are in all cultures, they're in all religions, and they're in all of our ancient literature.
Plato's Republic, Shakespeares King Lear, the Christmas Carol, by Dickens, I mean, you know, [00:32:00] these spirit things. They're in all of our classic literature. 
Gerry: Well, remember that in a Christmas Carol. It's not just the three ghosts of of Christmas. Uh, past, future, into, or, uh, and present. Um, there's, there's the ghost of Marley, but Scrooge looks out of the window and there are ghosts of thousands of ghosts.
Oh, I forgot that part. Um, uh, wanting to repent and, and, uh, dragged down by, uh, the chains that they have forged, uh, in life. 
Julie: I just got goosebumps on that. Jerry. I, I'll have to look into that. Did, I'm not sure why, but did 
Gerry: again. Yeah. Yeah. I forgot that part. Yeah. Wow. Very often. Did you movies Omi that part, but it's in the book.
Julie: That's probably why I, I wasn't familiar with it. Yeah. Or not remembering it. Which historical figure had the biggest impact on shaping Christmas as we know it today, 
Gerry: as we know it today? I would say it is a, a fellow [00:33:00] whose name we don't know. He was a poet in New York in the year 1821 and he wrote a poem called A Children's Friend, and in that he and his illustrator took the notion of center cloth.
Who, who would always be dressed as a Catholic bishop, and they put him in a fur suit colored red with a hat that read Santa Claus and gave him a reindeer powered sleigh. Now that's, that's a revolution, um, changing a Catholic saint into a non-denominational figure. A figure of the winter and a figure of old age.
And, uh, Clark, uh, Clement Clark Moore, uh, the next year stole that poem, took the reindeer, multiplied them to eight, and [00:34:00] created a much more famous poem. So it, I would say it's, it's the seed is planted by that unknown genius in 1821. And then 1822 it, it bursts into blossom with the, uh, appearance of, um.
This figure that comes down the chimney. Interestingly, in that, um, Moura poem, he still called Saint Nicholas, and, and we still casually refer to jolly old Saint Nick as if he is the same thing as Santa Claus, but he is not. Um, in, in Germany and, and the Netherlands, there's a big antis Santa Claus movement and they want St.
Nicholas brought back. So, uh, and, and it's quite, quite strong. Uh, the same is true in Spain. They want Santa Claus out and they want the wise men brought back in as the gift givers. And, uh, in Czechoslovakia, Poland, um, they want, uh, Santa Claus out and various angels. And Saint Nicholas brought [00:35:00] back in 
Julie: that famous poem to which you referred is called, 
Gerry: well, um, a visit from St.
Nicholas. Was the original title, uh, but we all know it as, uh, twist the Night before Christmas 
Julie: and wasn't it written as part of an ad ad campaign or something along those lines? What? Tell us, tell us that story. Wasn't it written by an ad guy? 
Gerry: No, in theory it was written by, uh, a very, uh, well todo, very prosperous, uh, New York gentleman.
Uh, a theologian who was Jewish, wasn't he? He Jewish. No, you're thinking of one 
Julie: Christmas. See? Oh, no. Why I went one, Jerry. 
Gerry: No, no. You, uh, you're, you're talking about, uh, uh, Rudolph a Redose reindeer. 
Julie: That was an, okay. Alright. I was confused. Yeah. Okay. Okay. 
Gerry: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Rudolph, we'll 
Julie: talk about that one next.
Okay. 
Gerry: All right. Yeah. Um, Rudolph is the only addition that, um. Commercialism has made that stuck. Every company has been, for the [00:36:00] last 150 years, been trying to get their products to stick onto the Christmas myth so that you associate Christmas with. Ivory soap. Ivory soap had wonderful ads that said, uh, you know, Christmas is gonna, or Santa Claus is gonna get dirty when he comes down the tree.
And it is traditional to have a bar of ivory soap and a basin of water available for him. Well, nobody bought that either. Um, uh, I was reading an ad the other day, uh, from the early 19 hundreds, uh, in Canada where they were trying to link beer to the, to the birth of, of the baby Jesus. Um. But the, the only one that has stuck is, is Rudolph the Red Nose Reindeer, uh, which was written as, um, a giveaway for a Chicago department store, uh, in 1939.
And, and the guy who wrote it was Jewish, I'm not sure, but his, his brother-in-law, I think, uh, was Johnny Marks who wrote the song, [00:37:00] um, Rudolph The Red Nose Reindeer. That really made, really made, uh, the myth take off. 
Julie: I can hear Burl Ives singing it now. Oh. Like Claymation, you know, animated early animation thing that we, they still, they still broadcasted every Christmas.
Absolutely. It's 
Gerry: a classic. Yeah. The 1960s was the golden era of Christmas animation and um, all kinds of stuff came out. 
Julie: Activity scenes are everywhere in December. How accurate are they historically and what symbolism do they hold the way that we know them today? 
Gerry: Um, they, they started off as being, uh, a decoration just inside the church.
Uh, and so you, you wouldn't see for the first thousand, 1200 years, you wouldn't see them anywhere other than the church, uh, St. Francis of Assisi stages. The first live nativity scene, it's, it's an outdoor one, and he has a real manger [00:38:00] and he has real, real livestock. Um, then they start, uh, getting bigger. Uh, and, and, um, outdoorsy, uh, Protestants don't like it, so they abolish it in Protestant countries and, uh, in a, in many Catholic countries, there was a wave of, in the 17 hundreds, a wave of, of anti-church feelings by the, the, the emperor.
Uh, so. People took their, their nativity scenes indoors and, and made them small. So all over the world, they're fabulous. Uh, indoor, uh, miniature Christmas scenes, they're not terribly accurate. Historically, every, everyone will have an ox and an ass, but, but that's, neither of them are mentioned in the nativity seen in the Bible.
That comes out of, um, a misreading of, um. Some psalms and they'll, people will always put the, the [00:39:00] three wise men, uh, alongside the shepherds. No, no, no, no, no. The, the, the wise men arrived later. They weren't there when the shepherds came around. But what's happened now is, um, people love to multiply their nativity scene.
So, uh, we've got, um, all kinds of townspeople dropping in soldiers, priests, monks. Who weren't invented for another thousand years. I haven't seen those. Uh, when I was in Naples, there's a, there's a street, A whole street goes up a hill that is dedicated to nativity scene figures, and you can buy anything there.
Oh my gosh. Um, you can buy pizza ovens, uh, with, with little, uh. Flames, uh, artificial flames on the inside. Um, you can make a stream and have fishermen in it. I've, I've got a very, very eclectic, uh, thing myself including, um, a, a warthog, the Christmas warthog that I got in South [00:40:00] Africa. 
Julie: I have my mother's nativity scene that I put out every year and it's Lennox.
And then I have one that was on my dresser in my bedroom my whole life. Whoa, that's great. That I put out, which I love, and I've been to two baby showers in the last, probably a month and a half, and I got this idea Jerry and it, and it's gone over really well where I got yaro nativity scenes. I got him blessed by my priest to my parish, and then I gave him as a baby shower gift and I wrote a note and I said, give this, you know, ha display this at Christmas every year.
And. Little baby whatever's room, and then when they grow up, give it to them and let them have it as part of the decoration in their home. I don't know what motivated me maybe 'cause I knew you were coming on the show, but that was just an idea that came into my head and I think instead of buying 'em an outfit they're gonna outgrow in two weeks.
I got 'em [00:41:00] something. Oh, that's wonderful. You know that, 
Gerry: that, yeah. That is an excellent idea and I will make sure everybody knows about it and give you credit. 
Julie: You can poach it. Absolutely. What about the angels? How did they become such central figures in Christmas? Imagery and lore? 
Gerry: They're right there from the start.
They're right there from, uh, the annunciation. March 25th, an angel comes to, um, Mary and says, hail Mary, bless the dark though among women. Um, you're gonna be pregnant. What, oh, sorry. They're there even earlier. Sorry. There's, there's one bible story. Even before them, they come to the father of John the Baptist.
Um, John the Baptist is, is a priest in the temple. Um, and the angel comes to him and says, okay, uh, zacharia, you're an old guy. Uh, your wife is old, but you are gonna [00:42:00] have a miraculous child. And, um, Zacharia says, come on, I'm, I'm old. What, what? And the angel gets mad and says, do you know who I am? I stand right next to God because you're such a smart Alec.
I'm, I'm gonna make him mute until your child is born. So he, he goes home. He can't. Say anything. His wife is miraculously pregnant. Nine months later. She has this, uh, miraculous child who turns out to be John the Baptist, uh, kin's folk of, of Jesus. And then he is allowed to speak and, and, and he says his name will be John.
So we have that, um, about three months before the, sorry, six months before the Annunciation. Then we've got Gabriel, uh, coming to Mary. Um. Mary gets pregnant. Uh, she's not married yet. She's engaged. She's a throat. [00:43:00] Um, Joseph is a mind as, as the Bible says to put her away. Ply, not make a big deal about it, but maybe you could visit somebody, some, um, and the angel says, Nope, this is, this is the work of God.
So. Bear with it. And, um, okay. Alright then, then off they go to Bethlehem. And then, uh, on, on, uh, just as Jesus is born, poof, um, they appear in the sky above the angels, a a host. Um, an army literally of, of angels. And then we get, um, angels popping back again to, to warn the holy family more in the magi, uh, in dreams.
So, uh, right from the start, these angelic helpers, um, are there and, and a good thing. Too 
Julie: many traditions involve light. Candles, stars, lanterns, St. Lucia Day, St. Lucia, Lucia Day. Talk about that, if you would. [00:44:00] What's the deeper symbolism there? Certainly it's, you know, the depth of winter and you alluded to that earlier with people wanting to stay inside and feast.
But what is the deeper meaning 
Gerry: there? Well, uh, Jesus is the light of the world. And, um, very quickly, uh, when Christians started writing about him, um, in, in the centuries after, um, they always would, uh, liken him unto a candle, uh, a light in the darkness, uh, or, uh, even sometimes to the sun. Uh, so there, there's that part of it.
Even now, you see a candle on a card. You know, it's a Christmas card and um, the last day of Christmas on the Catholic calendar is candle. Um. Uh, or, or Candelaria if, if, if you're Spanish. It's, uh, the day when, um, Mary brings Jesus to the temple, uh, to present him 40 days [00:45:00] after the birth as, as you had to do for a boy child.
And, um, Simeon and Anna are there recognizing the baby as, as, um. The savior of the world and, and saying he will be a light unto the Gentiles. So there's that, that is the religious aspect of it. And then there is the, um, the light in, in the literal darkness that people love and, and want to be around, uh, at the darkest time of the year.
Julie: Yeah. Yeah. Let's change the directions for a minute. I've got just a few more questions for you. I honestly, when I was prepping for you, I just say, okay, Ryan, you need to, you need to relax here because I can keep you on here all day long with questions. Is there a Christmas tradition everybody thinks is ancient, but it isn't?
Gerry: Hmm hmm. Gift giving, uh, is ancient. Um, nativity seen as ancient. Singing is ancient. Uh, turkeys don't go back more than [00:46:00] 500 years. Um, Christmas gets reinvented and, and things, um, come and go. Um, you know, there's a lovely one that I wish more people did, and that is the Posadas. Um, in a number of cultures they have, uh, in the nine days before Christmas, a tradition of.
Reenacting the search of Marianne Joseph for lodgings. Um, and they do this in Germany and, but particularly in all through Latin America and, and, uh, southwestern United States, they, they call the Posada. And, um, you get together, you get a, a young, uh, couple, could be kids, could be teenagers and say, okay, you're Mary, you're Joseph, and we're going to go to this house.
And we're knock on the door and we'll ask for lodgings and they will ritually refuse us there. There's a ritual exchange of verses and the door will get slammed, take Ike, [00:47:00] and they'll go to a second house and they'll do the same thing. And then the third house they go to, they're welcomed in and everybody has a party.
Um, I went down to um, uh, Santa Fe and um, and Taos, uh, New Mexico to take part in these things to they have wonderful. Christmas customs down there and I, I went to a local church and said, can I tag along? And so we go out in the cold and go from door to door and then have this wonderful party, uh, one of my greatest Christmas experiences ever.
And, uh, everybody can do it. You know, nobody carols as much as they used to. Right. Yeah. And, and in Alabama there should be no excuse, uh, here in Winnipeg where it's 40 below. Uh, you can forgive us ly, but uh, absolutely. 
Julie: Yeah. Absolutely. When I was seven, I was in the second grade and one of the thrills of my life was I was allowed to go to midnight mass.
I had to go to bed [00:48:00] and sleep a few hours, and then they woke me up and I got all my Christmas dress on and everything, and then went with my older brother Jay, and my parents and my grandparents to midnight mass. What's the deal with midnight mass? Why mass at midnight? 
Gerry: Because that's when Jesus was born.
Julie: Uh, 
Gerry: okay. Yes, there are three masses. It's the only day in which you could have three masses. Um, there's a midnight mass, there's a sort of halfway through the night mass, and then there's a morning mass and, and all around the world they'll have midnight masses, some places. Um, it's too dangerous to go out now.
For example, I was in Brazil and the bishop said, now it can't be on the streets at midnight. We're gonna have a midnight mass at 10 o'clock. But, uh, it's a wonderful thing. To, um, a, a great French Canadian custom we have is of the midnight mass. Um, all the family goes and then after they come back home and they have what's called the, or the wake up or the stay awake and they just party through the night.
Julie: Yeah. And open [00:49:00] their gifts. We had. We had neighbors that would do that. They'd like, there were neighbors across the street and they had five kids and they, all those kids would go to midnight mass and then they'd come home and they'd do their presents. Then not Christmas morning, they'd do 'em right after midnight mass.
Even when the kids were little. 
Gerry: When I, they did that. I talked to people about Christmas, just strangers. The first thing I asked is when do you open your presents? 
Julie: Yeah. 
Gerry: Yeah. 
Julie: We always did it Christmas morning. Yeah. Coming down the stairs and my dad had this. Light. He had a camera. He was filming us coming down the stairs.
'cause we didn't have a chimney in our house when I was little, you know, we were mortified. How is Santa Talk Donna, bring the presents in. But he had, I can still see, and he had this band of these spotlights and I am real sensitive to light. And I was like, oh my god. You know, turn off those lights. But, uh, it was, yeah.
Oh yeah, it was all filmed. What's the most magical Christmas superstition from the past? [00:50:00] 
Gerry: Most magical, oh, just so many pop to mind. Let's, let's dip into the, um. The Middle Ages, uh, there's all kinds of stories about the baby Jesus blessing, particular animals. Um, how did the Robin get his red breast? Well before, um, the nativity, uh, robins didn't have a red breast, but the um.
Uh, the Robin seeing the baby, Jesus was, uh, cold, stood near the flames and fanned it and was burnt. And, uh, so now the Robin has his red breast. Why is the stork associated with, um, babies? Because the stork saw that the baby Jesus was cold and so plucked feathers, uh, from his [00:51:00] own breasts too. Line, the, uh, the cradle of the baby Jesus, and as a reward, uh, now delivers babies, um, in, uh, Syria and Lebanon.
They had the belief in the Christmas camel, um, who was the youngest of the camels in, in the, the train of the wise men. And, and he was tired and bleeding. And, uh, the baby Jesus blessed him. And so now in these countries, it, it's the, uh, the little camel. Of Jesus brings gr uh, gifts, uh, instead of Santa Claus or, or Father Christmas.
Julie: Couple more questions and then I promise I'll let you go. Is there something you've learned in your research that changed how you personally experienced Christmas? 
Gerry: Yes. Yes. I would say I am more aware now of the world turned upside down. Um. That the [00:52:00] coming of Jesus, um, is God's way of saying, I don't play by the rules.
I've got a sense of humor. I have a I, I'm going to make kings an emperor irrelevant. I'm going to appear in the shape of a helpless baby, unable to control my bowels and my arms because I love you. I'm here, I'm suffering. It's cold. It's, it's for you. There's a beautiful Italian hymn or or Christmas carol that, that says that you, you came down into the cold for me.
Um, so if, if, if we multiply that to spirituality and religion as a whole, it, it helps me always to step back from. The things of this world, uh, the principalities and the powers, uh, politicians and armies and wars, and say there's a deep meaning here. [00:53:00] Um, there is care. There is hope. 
Julie: Beautiful. If you could travel like time, travel to one Christmas in history.
Which one would you choose? Oh, what a good question. 
Gerry: Wow. Well, of course it'd be the original one. Um, but we, we won't, we won't count that, but I would, you know, yeah, I, I'd be interested in being in that little animal shelter there. But otherwise maybe I'd, I'd pop by John Kelvin and I'd say, you know, this puritan business of, of ditching Christmas, bad idea.
Stay away. And, uh. John Knox in Scotland. Uh, Scotland's gonna repudiate Christmas for hundreds of years and that they shift all of their merriment to New Year's Day, uh, or New Year's Eve Hogmanay, I'd say no. Um, yes. In Scotland you'll have, um, in many families a bigger [00:54:00] fuss made on, on New Year's than he will on Christmas.
And, um, it, it was abolished. It was only officially un abolished in 1958. So, uh, where Scotts went, they weren't always big on Christmas, so yeah. Goodness, I would change that. 
Julie: That's, that's pretty close to my lifetime. I was born in 59, but whoa. That's interesting. Goodness. Last question. Why do we incarnate?
Wow, 
Gerry: that's probably the most profound question I've ever been asked. Um. We are both flesh, carne and spirit. And there must be a, a set of lessons that we learn as physical forms. Um, we do not end up that I say that as, as a Christian, um, but we [00:55:00] will re. Incarnate, I mean the, the, the Christian Creed says, um, resurrection of the body and life everlasting.
So, um, wherever we end up, we're going to be back in our bodies recognizable as, as, um, Jerry and Julie and, and, and Chris and, um, uh. It's part of the plan, I guess. What a, what a good question. I wish you'd given me a week's warning on that one. Oh, please. 
Julie: I like the spontaneity, Dr. Jerry, you are everybody's charming as you are.
Brilliant. And I, I, I'm kind of chuckling to myself because my spidey. Psychic senses were there. I, as I told you when we started this conversation, when I saw your name, I said, he's my guy. Even before I read anything about, you know, your very [00:56:00] impressive, uh, CV and all that alphabet soup at the end of your name and the form of letters that represent different degrees and all those fancy schools that you attended, I what a joy.
What a delight and what a treat for all of us to learn all of these things about Christmas from you on Christmas Day. So I am eternally grateful that you took the time to share all of your wisdom and knowledge and expertise with us today. 
Gerry: Thank you. I, I must say, um, I, I, some of those questions I, I've never been asked.
I enjoy being. Caught off guard and forced to, uh, to think it's, it's a blessing for my old brain. Thank you. 
Julie: One, one last comment. I meant to mention this earlier when you were talking about the wise men and you said one of 'em was elderly and I heard, I bet he was 35 
Gerry: beard. Yep. Yeah. If you take, and then at pictures, [00:57:00] um, from the Middle Ages, you'll see those three ages.
Um, 
Julie: yeah. Interesting. And, and I love how all of the baby Jesus is and all the. You know, and that not so much the kings, but everybody else, you know, they're all European, they're all light skin. And I'm thinking Jesus wasn't a gringo. Well, if Jesus had all skin, 
Gerry: if, if you look at the way he's portrayed in Japan, I have a beautiful, um, Madonna, uh, Japanese Madonna and child all around the world.
People make. That family, like they look. If, if you go to India, it'll look like that. Um, in, in Spanish, Peru, one of the wise men was an Inca. So yeah, it's, it's uh, that's a tradition. 
Julie: I love that. How can people learn more about you and your work? 
Gerry: Well, they could go to, um, uh, jerry berg.com. I have a blog, uh, called Christmas Every Day, and there's, uh, thousands of, of entries, [00:58:00] um, on that.
Uh, they can get my books, uh, through Amazon. Um, I, I hope everybody takes Christmas more seriously, and I hope they talk about Christmas as a family and they talk about Christmas early. Um, so that mom is not rushed. Um. Plan ahead, plan with your family. Uh, share the work, share the joy, and make advent a season and make the 12 days a season.
'cause Christmas isn't just a day, it's a season. 
Julie: Mm-hmm. Terrific. Alrighty everybody. I hope you've enjoyed this as much as I have and I hope you're having a wonderful Christmas day. Jerry and I are sending you lots of love from Sweet Home Alabama and from Winnipeg, Canada where he is. Thanks everybody.
Bye. Next time. Merry Christmas. Thanks for joining us. 
Anncr: Be sure to follow Julie on Instagram and YouTube at Ask Julie Ryan and [00:59:00] like her on Facebook at Ask Julie Ryan to schedule an appointment or submit a question or visit ask julie ryan.com. 
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