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Destination:  United States (December 25)

Holiday Celebrated: Christmas

Holiday Greeting:  Merry Christmas

Distinctive Holiday Decoration:
 Decorated trees, reindeer, Santa Claus,

  Candy canes

Holiday Foods: feasts of all kinds, ham dinners, egg nag

Special Holiday Activity: 

Going to church as a family, family gatherings

Kwanzaa

  Kwanzaa is not a religious holiday. African Americans from December 26 to January 1 celebrate it.  Dr. Maulana Karenga of Nigeria began it.    Dr. Karenga wanted African Americans to remember their African cultures. Kwanzaa is similar to the harvest festivals in African and means “first fruits” in the Swahili language.

    The number seven is important in many African cultures to Karenga made it important part of Kwanzaa. The name Kwanzaa has seven letters, the celebration lasts for sever days and the people think upon seven principles, one each day. These are unity (umoja), self-determination (kujichagulia), collective word and responsibility (ujamma), and faith (imani). A candle is lit for each principle and placed in a hold called a kinara.

   The night before the last day of Kwanzaa, communities hold feasts with every family bringing a dish to share. At the dinner, people perform in plays and talk about African cultural traditional and beliefs. Most people wear traditional African clothing.

 Nugozo Saba   (n-gOO-sch-sab-ba)

Sweden

Saint Lucia’s Day

   St. Lucia’s Day is celebrated on December 13 in Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Norway. Legend says that St. Lucia was a beautiful girl who lived long ago in Italy. She blinded herself but because of her strong faith, God put her eyes back.

  The name Lucia means, “light” and it is believed that St. Lucia blinded herself on the shortest day of winter. Each day following that one becomes longer and longer.

     In Sweden, St. Lucia’s Day is also the beginning of the Christmas season. In some families, the eldest daughter puts on a white dress and wears a crown of lingberry leaves and, four, seven or nine candles. Other girls in the family also wear white dresses and have halos of tinsel. Boys wear white robes and cone-shaped silver hats and carry wands with stars on the tips. The “lucia bride” wakes the rest of the household by singing a special song. The family then enjoys coffee and buns. A favorite bun is called lussekatter or Lucia cats. The dough is shaped like a cat with raisons for eyes.

            Gud Jul

Mexico

Las Posadas

    Las Posadas is celebrated for nine days, from December 16 to 24th in Mexico. Las Posadas is the re-enactment of the nigh and the birth of Jesus.

   Families walk around their neighborhoods seeking shelter in the way that Mary, the mother of Jesus, and her husband, Joseph did. Finally on the last day, Christmas Eve, they are offered a place to stay as Mary and Joseph were and everyone enters a house and celebrates.

   A favorite game for children is the piñata. Children are blindfolded and take turns trying to break the piñata open with a stick. When it breaks, candy and toys fall to the ground.

       Feliz Navidad

France

     Saint Nicholas Day is the December 6 in France. 

A few days before Christmas Day, families decorate a tree with candles, tinsel and many colored stars. On Christmas Eve, when the children are asleep, little toys and candies and fruits are hung on the branches. Father Christmas (Pere Noel) visits and leaves gifts in their shoes before the fireplace.

      Families display a manger with small figurines of Jesus, Mary and Joseph, the cow, the donkey and the shepherds. Many families go to midnight mass and then have supper at home. A Yule log, a cake in the shape of a log is an important part of this meal.

   After Christmas, on the day of epiphany, (the day when the Wise Men visited Baby Jesus in the manger), the Kings’ Cake is part of a special dinner. Baked inside of the Kings’ Cake is a fava bean and a small figurine for them manger scenes. Who ever gets the piece of cake with the fava bean must purchase a Kinds’ Cake for the person who gets the piece of cake with the manger figurine.

           Joyeux Noel 

Holland

   Saint Nicholas Day is celebrated in Holland on December 6th. St. Nicholas arrives by boat in Amsterdam Harbor and begins to lead a parade through the city.

   St. Nicholas wears a bishop’s robe and hat, white gloves and is seated on his white horse. By his side is Black Peter, who represents the devil.

   Many cheer the parade with a police motorcade, brass bands, floats, and parade stops in front of the Royal Palace and is welcomed by the Queen.

      St. Nicholas parties take place on Christmas Eve. Inexpensive gifts are given and after the children go to bed, the adults have tea and hard cookies called speculaas until the exchange presents. They also eat cake, hot punch and boiled chestnuts with butter and salt.

Chanukah in Israel

    Chanukah is one of many holidays celebrated by Jewish people. It is celebrated for eight days in November or December. Chanukah is also called the Festival of Lights because of a miracle when a little bit of oil burned for eight days and nights.

   An important part of Chanukah is the lighting of the menorah. This is a candle stand that holds nine candles. There is one candle for each of the eight nights of Chanukah. There is a taller candle that is called the shamus, or servant candle. This candle is used to light the other eight candles. Prayers are said as each candle is lit.

    Giving presents and eating special foods also celebrate Chanukah. Parents often give their children gifts of gelt (chocolate coins) or other small tokens. One traditional gift is the driedle. This is a top that spins. Hebrew letters on each side of the dreidle count as points for a game. They also stand for the words “A great miracle happened here (there)” depending on where in the world the dreidle was made.

     Happy Chanukah (Hanukkah)

England

   On Christmas Eve, the children hand up their stocking above the fireplace or at their beds so that Father Christmas can fill them. The parents decorate the tree after the children have gone to bed. The houses are decorated with holly, mistletoe, paper chains and streamers. Christmas dinner many include plum pudding, mince pie and fruitcake.

    Boxing Day is held on December 26th in England, Canada and Australia. This custom began many years ago. During the year, servants and the trades people carried little boxes in which they collect tips and gifts. They waiting until the day after Christmas to open the boxes since Christmas was when most of the money was given. The way to collect the gifts was called “boxing”, the gifts were  “boxes” and the day became known as Boxing Day.

    In recent years, the custom of Boxing Day has faded as tips and gifts are usually given before Christmas. Most people remember the spirit of the holiday by saying thanks and giving large tips on the day.

Happy Christmas
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