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Just like many modern “Christian” holidays, Christmas is rooted in a pre-Christian Pagan tradition.  It is common knowledge among historians that early Christians often adopted Pagan traditions and renamed them in the guise of Christianity to facilitate the mass conversion of Pagans.  Modern Pagans continue to celebrate the ancient traditions of our ancestors, and the Winter Solstice is of special importance.  
Modern Pagans observe the cycles of nature with religious reverence and feel a strong connection to celestial bodies such as the sun and moon.  The Winter Solstice is a solar observance, as it is the time of year when the sun shines the least amount of hours during the day and rises the lowest along the horizon.  To our ancestors this was a very uncomfortable time, because no one was absolutely certain that the days would grow longer again.  They maintained an underlying fear that the sun might die.  Hence specific ritual traditions evolved that were believed to aid in the sun’s return.  These rituals varied according to culture, though some overlap is apparent.  
As we drive along on our daily commutes in December, we see many houses adorned with strings of lights that signify Christmas is near.  These lights are a modern variation of a very old tradition of lighting candles in order to coax the sun to return.  This is actually a form of sympathetic magic, which is “the principle that an object or being can be affected by influencing something like it in some way or related to it” (K, 239).  We will often see green wreaths hanging on doors.  “Wreaths came to be used at Christmas through the influence of Scandinavian pagans who hung them at Yule … to commemorate a new beginning of the ever-moving cycle of life” (McCoy, 56).  The origin of the Christmas tree and Santa Claus are still currently argued among scholars, but we are very certain that there is no mention of either by any of the biblical writers.  
It is interesting to observe that Christmas really has nothing to do with Jesus Christ at all (Wilson).  December 25th was not established as Christ’s birthday until the 4th century of the common era.  The reason for this is that the main deity of the rival cult to the early Christian cult had his birthday on December 25th (Dankenbring).  This rival cult was the cult of Mithras, which honored Sol Invictus, the Invincible Sun.  It is quite obvious, even to the novice scientist, that one will see a marked increase in the length of the day on December 25th, soon after the Winter Solstice, the shortest day of the year.  Such a marked day was highly celebrated as the birthday of the sun which died at the Solstice to be reborn on the 25th as the days began to grow longer, dispelling all fears that sun might not return.  
Even before the cult of Mithras gained such popularity, the Saturnalia was celebrated throughout the classical world.  The earliest reference to the Saturnalia that we have is from Livy’s history, which ascribes the date to 217 BC (Livy, xxii. 1, 19).  The Saturnalia is a celebration of seven days beginning on December 17th,though the dates have evolved throughout history.  According to Scullard, “the festival was held around the time of the winter solstice, when mankind in many places and at many periods has felt the need for rest and merry-making, not least at our own Christmas” (205).  During the Saturnalia there was much merry-making with gift exchanges, freedom and license associated with the ancient idea of a Golden Age, where everyone lived in complete happiness, much like a Garden of Eden.  Hence slaves were relieved of duty during the Saturnalia and served by their masters.  The Saturnalia is celebrated today by those who are part of a Roman or Italian tradition of Paganism during the winter holiday season.  The Saturnalia is celebrated today as seven days of gift exchanges leading to the rebirth of the sun as we bask in the glow of our strings of lights and the scent of our evergreen wreathes, just as our ancestors did thousands of years ago.  
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