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Christmas Day, observed globally on December 25, stands as one of the most 
enduring, adaptive, and widely celebrated holidays in human history.  Its roots extend deep 
into antiquity, its form has been shaped by centuries of cultural syncretism, and its modern 
manifestations reflect a complex blending of religious, secular, commercial, and 
multicultural influences.  The holiday’s ancient antecedents can be traced to pre-Christian 
winter-solstice and midwinter festivals that celebrated light, rebirth, community, and 
renewal in many societies.  Long before Christianity emerged as a dominant religion, 
communities across Europe and beyond marked the darkest days of winter with feasts, 
bonfires, gift-giving, and symbolic rituals honoring the return of light and warmth.  For 
example, in the Roman world, the festival Saturnalia (in mid-December) featured public 
feasts, role reversals, merrymaking, and gift exchanges.  Later, in AD 274, under Emperor 
Aurelian, the festival Dies Natalis Solis Invicti “the birthday of the unconquered sun” was 
officially observed on December 25, celebrating the rebirth of the sun as days began to 
lengthen after the winter solstice.  As Christianity spread through the Roman Empire, 
church leaders sought liturgical dates that might resonate with popular customs:  in the 
fourth century, the Roman Church adopted December 25 to celebrate the birth of Jesus, 
effectively aligning Christian theology with existing seasonal rituals.   

By selecting December 25, early Christians may have aimed to ease conversion by 
reconciling Christian celebrations with longstanding winter festivals an example of 
syncretism that allowed Christianity to overlay its sacred narrative on existing cultural 
rhythms.  As a result, the holiday evolved over centuries to blend spiritual commemoration 
with seasonal festivity.  In medieval Europe, Christmas took on many localized forms:  
religious observances (mass, nativity plays), communal feasting, caroling, gift-giving, and 
public celebrations.  Traditions varied regionally, shaped by local customs, climate, 
folklore, and the mingling of Christian and pre-Christian practices.  The medieval and early 
modern Christmas included a carnival-like spirit: some accounts describe rowdy 
celebrations, temporary reverse social order (festive license under a “Lord of Misrule”), and 
community feasts that allowed both elites and laborers to share in seasonal respite and 
revelry.  Over centuries, Christmas thus became deeply embedded in European social, 
cultural, and religious life, combining the sacred (faith, worship, liturgy) with the secular 
(celebrations, community, merriment). 



As European powers explored and colonized the Americas, they brought their 
religious and cultural traditions including Christmas to the New World.  Yet the reception of 
Christmas in early America was far from uniform.  The earliest English settlers in New 
England were heavily influenced by Protestant, especially Puritan, theology and worldview.  
The Puritans rejected many traditional Christian festivals, including Christmas, on the 
grounds that such holidays lacked explicit Biblical mandate and often descended into what 
they perceived as excess, drunkenness, and moral corruption.  In 1659, the legislature of 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony passed a law penalizing anyone who “observed any such 
day as Christmas or the like, either by forbearing of labor, feasting, or any other way,” under 
threat of a five-shilling fine.  The law remained in effect until 1681, after which it was 
repealed, though Puritan attitudes toward public celebrations of Christmas persisted for 
generations.  Consequently, in New England, for much of the colonial era and into the early 
Republic, Christmas was ignored by official culture: businesses and schools often 
remained open on December 25, and public celebrations were rare.  

By contrast, other colonies particularly those with Anglican, Catholic, German, 
Dutch, or other European immigrant populations-maintained Christmas customs.  In the 
Middle Colonies and the South, settlers observed church services, communal feasts, 
convivial gatherings, seasonal traditions, and celebrations more akin to European practice.  
German and Dutch immigrants in New York, Pennsylvania, and elsewhere introduced 
customs such as the decorated evergreen tree and the figure of a gift-bringing saint 
(Sinterklaas), which over time evolved into the American cultural symbol of Santa Claus.  

During the nineteenth century, Christmas underwent a profound transformation in 
American cultural life.  Influenced by immigration, literary works, industrialization, shifting 
social mores, and rising middle-class prosperity, the holiday began to shift toward a 
domestic, family-centered celebration imbued with sentimentality, charity, and social 
respectability.  Literature played a key role in works such as A Christmas Carol by Charles 
Dickens re-imagined Christmas as a time for compassion, generosity, and moral renewal.  
In the United States, authors and public figures began to integrate themes of family 
togetherness, benevolence, and social conscience into the holiday narrative, paving the 
way for broader societal acceptance.  

Concurrently, the adoption of Christmas as a legal holiday at the federal level 
formalized its civic significance.  On June 26, 1870, Congress passed legislation declaring 
December 25 a legal holiday for federal employees the first national secular holiday in U.S. 
federal law.  This formal recognition helped standardize observance: government offices 
closed, postal services paused, and many businesses followed suit.  The post-Civil War 



era, with its social upheaval and emphasis on reconciliation and national unity, fostered a 
climate in which Christmas grew as a unifying cultural institution.  

Beyond government recognition, cultural and commercial forces reshaped 
Christmas in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  As immigrants from 
Germany, Scandinavia, and other parts of Europe settled across the United States, they 
brought with them Christmas traditions evergreen trees, lights, songs, feasts, gift-giving 
which merged into an increasingly homogenized American Christmas.  Historian William D. 
Crump described this fusion as a “Christmas melting pot,” in which various European 
customs congealed into a version of the holiday that was widely shared.  The Christmas 
tree, once a Germanic or Scandinavian feature, became a national symbol; by the early 
19th century, records and artwork show decorated trees in American homes.  

The commercialization of Christmas accelerated dramatically in the twentieth 
century. The figure of Santa Claus already presents in American folklore now became 
central to consumer culture.  Department stores across the country installed “Santas” to 
entertain children and promote holiday sales.  Illustrations, advertising, and media 
depictions standardized Santa’s appearance and role as a benevolent, gift-bringing 
patriarch.  The commercialization of Christmas transformed the holiday into not only a 
religious or cultural observance, but also a powerful economic and social institution, 
anchored in retail, marketing, and mass participation.   

As Christmas’s popularity grew, its cultural reach expanded globally. With the 
spread of Christianity and Western cultural influence, many non-Christian societies 
adopted Christmas in secular or hybrid forms, incorporating local traditions, languages, 
and climates.  In Europe, Christmas remained deeply religious in some regions while 
becoming increasingly secular and commercial in others.  In Latin America, Asia, Africa, 
and elsewhere, Christmas often blends Christian liturgical practices with local cultural 
elements from nativity scenes to festive markets, lights, music, and community gatherings. 
The ability of Christmas to adapt across cultures and continents underscores its resilience 
and global appeal.  

Turning from broad history to a more localized view, the evolution of Christmas in 
Santa Clara County and its county seat San Jose, California reflects these national and 
global trends in microcosm.  In the early twentieth century, as the region developed from 
agrarian settlements into growing towns, early civic and community Christmas 
celebrations began to appear.  Religious churches held nativity pageants, midnight 
masses, and holiday services, while immigrant families maintained European traditions of 
decorating homes, sharing meals, and holding small-scale celebrations.  As San Jose and 



surrounding towns grew in population and diversity, Christmas became a common cultural 
marker linking generations and ethnic backgrounds. 

One of the most visible and enduring local traditions is Christmas in the Park, which 
today transforms downtown San Jose’s central plaza into a seasonal festival of lights, 
decorated trees, music, and community engagement.  The event traces its origins back to 
the 1950s, when a local mortuary owner began placing holiday light displays and a nativity 
scene on his property; over time, this private display gained popularity and was gradually 
institutionalized as a public celebration managed by city and community volunteers.  Over 
subsequent decades, Christmas in the Park grew to include hundreds of decorated trees 
sponsored by community groups and schools, animated displays, musical performances, 
and a tradition of giving that includes “giving trees,” volunteerism, and outreach to 
low-income families.  This evolution mirrors national trends blending religious imagery 
(nativity, carols) with secular festivity (lights, community, charity), while adapting to the 
changing demographics and values of the region. 

Similarly, the annual San Jose Holiday Parade established in the early 1980s 
institutionalized Christmas as a public, civic event with marching bands, floats, balloons, 
and community performing groups.  The parade consolidated civic participation, local 
cultural expression, and public festivity into a shared seasonal ritual.  Across 
neighborhoods such as Willow Glen and beyond, residential holiday displays lighted trees, 
wreaths, community gatherings turned private celebrations into a collective expression of 
holiday spirit.  These local traditions reflect how Christmas in Santa Clara County has 
incorporated immigrant cultures (Hispanic, Filipino, European), generational continuity, 
civic identity, and a mixture of religious and secular values. 

In recent decades, the multicultural character of Santa Clara County has enriched 
Christmas celebrations even further.  Families of Mexican, Filipino, German, Italian, and 
other backgrounds incorporate their traditional customs such as the Mexican “posadas,” 
Filipino “Simbang Gabi,” European nativity scenes and holiday foods into broader civic 
celebrations.  Churches continue to hold midnight Masses or holiday services, while 
community centers, schools, and libraries organize concerts, cultural performances, and 
seasonal events.  Public institutions bring together diverse traditions, creating a shared 
holiday culture that reflects both the global history of Christmas and the unique 
demographic tapestry of the county. 

At the same time, the commercialization and mass-marketing of Christmas 
especially through Santa Claus imagery, holiday advertising, retail promotions, and media 
has shaped public expectations.  In Santa Clara County, as elsewhere, shopping centers, 
storefronts, schools, and community events adopt holiday decorations and themes.  The 



holiday season becomes a period of consumer activity, community gatherings, and 
charitable giving.  These trends show how Christmas has evolved from a religious 
observance into a multifaceted cultural institution that encompasses faith, family, 
commerce, civic life, and global connectivity. 

Turning to Gilroy, a city in southern Santa Clara County, the holiday season takes on 
its own local flavor.  While Gilroy is best known for the Gilroy Garlic Festival held for 
decades in Christmas Hill Park the name of that park itself recalls winter-holiday heritage.  
According to local history, the hill was named “Christmas Hill” because early residents in 
the region gathered to collect red berries from native Toyon bushes (also known as 
California holly or “Christmas berry”) in late November or December to decorate their 
homes for holiday-time festivities.  Over time, as the region urbanized and the park was 
established, the name endured, linking the landscape with seasonal tradition. 

In more recent decades, Gilroy has developed organized Christmas-season 
community events.  The Downtown Gilroy Holiday Festival & Parade, held annually on the 
first Saturday of December, transforms the city’s downtown into a holiday wonderland with 
a tree-lighting ceremony, decorated floats, live entertainment, a “Santa’s Village,” and 
festive window displays.  The event draws families, local businesses, and civic 
organizations together, reinforcing community identity and holiday spirit on a city-wide 
scale. 

Residential holiday traditions in Gilroy also reflect the broader Bay Area’s suburban 
holiday culture.  Local accounts record that neighborhoods and individual households 
decorate yards with festive lights, display holiday themes, and invite neighbors and friends 
to celebrate together.  In some cases, “home-decorating contests” have become part of 
the local tradition, judged by city volunteers or community groups, bringing a sense of 
shared participation and civic pride to what might otherwise be private holiday observance. 

These Gilroy holiday practices illustrate how even small cities in Santa Clara County 
adopt, adapt, and sustain elements of Christmas celebrations blending civic events, 
commercial influences, local traditions, and seasonal community engagement.  In doing 
so, Gilroy participates in the broader tapestry of American Christmas culture, 
demonstrating how national and global traditions can be localized to reflect community 
identity and history. 

Today, Christmas continues to evolve.  It remains a religious celebration for many, a 
cultural holiday for others, and a symbol of community and generosity for all.  Its global 
spread means that Christmas today is observed in diverse climates, societies, and 
contexts from snow-covered European villages to tropical cities, from devout churches to 



secular holiday markets.  In Santa Clara County, the holiday serves as a bridge between 
past and present, tradition and innovation, local identity, and global belonging.  As 
residents gather under twinkling lights, exchange gifts, attend concerts, or simply spend 
time with loved ones, they participate in a continuing story one that began in ancient winter 
solstice rituals, was transformed by early Christianity, migrated across oceans, survived 
colonial suppression and reinvention, and blossomed in the multicultural, interconnected 
world of the twenty-first century. 

Christmas Day’s history and its modern celebrations illustrate how human societies 
adapt rituals to meet changing spiritual, social, and cultural needs, demonstrating the 
holiday’s power to unite, comfort, and evolve.  Through centuries of change, Christmas 
continues to blend joy, faith, memory, giving, and community offering a shared moment of 
light in the darkest time of the year. 

 


