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Sara Stillman Berger
Special to TheWashington Post

F a la la la la, we decked our house out!
In October. Because December is for
Christmas, and the closest we get

to tinsel is the wax-catching foil under our
Menorah.

But Halloween? We can do that. My hus-
band props skeletons on our roof, hangs
ghosts and goblins off our porch, plants
“Danger” signs in our garden and stretches
cobwebs eight feet high and 20 feet long.

The delight in my 7-year-old son’s face
(and slight fear in my 5-year-old daughter’s)
when they wake up, step outside and rub the
sleep from their eyes to see our house trans-
formed is possibly the closest we get to hol-
iday joy.

Nonsecular as it is, Halloween is a spectac-
ularly inclusive holiday. But as soon as the
wind eats through the cobwebs, the squirrels
eat through the jack-o’-lanterns and the kids
eat through the candy (or at least what’s left
afterMom andDad pilfer it while they slum-
ber), icy Christmas creeps in its joyous stead.

Wreath and stocking catalogs arrive in the
mail, twinkling lights pop up on trees, Star-
bucks cups turn red, peppermint stick choc-
olate bark and edible Advent calendars line
the shelves at grocery stores. I bought a bag
of potato crisp snacks for my kids.

“They’re shaped like Christmas trees,”my
daughter noticed. (And this was the week
before Thanksgiving.)

Somemay simply note, “The holidays are
coming!”

But let’s be honest: It’s Christmas in the
air. Hanukkah is more like the ugly stepsis-

ter who gets a little politically correct atten-
tion. (And Diwali and Kwanzaa are like the
completely forgotten cousins who are never
included in any family gatherings.)

Growing up, I never felt cheated by the
discrepancy. Maybe it’s because the Detroit
suburb where I lived was mostly Jewish, so
no one really sent Christmas cards, or had
Christmas trees, or sang Christmas carols.

I was happywithmy catchy dreidel songs,
chocolate gelt and oniony-smelling latkes.

For better or worse, though, I chose to
leave that insular environment. I’m raising
my family in Chicago. My children attend a
private school where I can count the number
of Jewish families in each of my kids’ grades
on one hand. And as soon as the first signs
of “the holidays” hit, my ever-observant son
begins to ask questions, including the obvi-
ous: “Why are there so many cartoons and
TV shows about Christmas but none about
Hanukkah?”

Judging from the number of times he
brings up this topic, he is clearly unsatisfied
with my simple answer: More people cele-
brate Christmas.

It’s true, though. According to a 2013 Pew
Research survey, 9 out of 10 Americans cele-
brate Christmas.

Which means that it isn’t just Christians
who are cozying up to St. Nick. And I don’t
blame all the revelers .... after all, it’s almost
impossible to resist the two-month-long
intense marketing blitz of holiday cheer.
Whodoesn’twant towear ugly/cozy sweaters,
drink spiked eggnog by a crackling fire, play
Mariah Carey’s Christmas CD and unwrap
ribbon-tied packages while surrounded by a
loving family?

At least that’s how this Jew pictures it
(with help from “Bridget Jones’s Diary”).
Honestly? It sounds amazing.

“We’re getting a tree this year,” my hope-
ful, holiday-decorating husband said non-
chalantly over turkey Bolognese the other
night. The kids’ faces lit up, like they were
witnessing a Christmas miracle. But I
Grinched that thought right then and there:
“No. We don’t celebrate Christmas,” I stated
with finality.

It’s not that I’m an uber-Jew.
In fact, we’re pretty much the opposite —

we don’t keep kosher (you want bacon with
your ice cream? Awesome), we don’t cele-
brate Shabbat (unless lighting the occasional
lemon verbena candle counts), and we don’t
go to services — even during the High hol-
idays. In fact, we don’t actually belong to a
Temple, although we plan to ... one day.

Still, wewill not be among the one-third of
American Jewswho have a Christmas tree in
their house. And it’s obviously not because I
feel too religious to celebrate the holly jolly
day, even culturally.

It turns out, it’s the opposite reason: I’m
not religious enough. And I’m blaming my
tree resistance onmy Jewish guilt.

I grew up secure inmy Jewish identity.
I dressed like Queen Esther for Purim car-

nivals. I shook lulavs and etrogs in the shade
of handmade sukkots. I ate raspberry-filled
hamentashen and sang for the Pharoah to
“Let my people go!”

But I hate to admit, I’m pretty much fail-
ingwhen it comes to passing those traditions
down to my children. And to be honest, I’m
uncomfortable with them filling the void
withmistletoememories.

That night, while snuggled under our
down comforter, I explained myself to my
husband. “I can’t have our kids celebrating
Christmas until they understand what it
means to be Jewish,” I told him.

He seemed to understand, but I couldn’t
help butwonder if I was being selfish bywith-
holding themerriness of Christmas frommy
kids. After all, it’s not their fault they don’t
know the story of Moses. It’s not like I’ve
tried to teach them, although I did go to their
school to demonstrate the dreidel game and
make hand-print menorahs.

That day, watching my son and daughter
with their friends in class, I was reminded
that the majority of their classmates are not
Jewish. It’s not like my kids aren’t asked to
join the reindeer games, it’s just that while
everyone else hangs twinkly lights, they
merely stand on the outside and observe.
Whether or not I like it, during the holidays,
my kids can’t help but feel like they aren’t
invited to the proverbial “party.”

The interesting thing about traditions is
that they aremalleable. Growing up,my par-
ents never decorated our house for Hallow-
een— that’s my little family’s tradition.

This year, I think I’ll start something new.
While hanging ornaments from a Christmas
tree is still not an option, I may be open to
stringing silver bells around a Hanukkah
bush.

Which reminds me, I can’t wait to see the
joy on my family’s faces when I tell them
we’re definitely joining a Temple ... next year.

Sara StillmanBerger is awriter and
mother based inChicago. Findher on
Twitter at@sarasberger.

Understanding the holidays
Hanukkah traditions differ in themarketing and exposure that Christmas receives, often leading to lengthy discussions for Jewish families. MLive.com files
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During this season, I have
been concerned about the politics of fear.

There seems to be fear on all sides.
The fear of those who have lost jobs and

are afraid of being left behind in the emerg-
ing global economy.

The fear of those who see a new politi-
cal climate where refugees, immigrants,
and people of color face hateful words and
actions that have beenmade to seemaccept-
able.

The fear that religious freedom may not
apply to all religious groups, when all mem-
bers of a particular faith are judged by a very
small minority that have resorted to vio-
lence.

Yet, in this Christmas season, I am aware
of the frequent Scriptural occurrences of
the phrase “fear not.” In the Gospel stories,
Joseph and Mary are addressed by angels
with the admonition, “Fear not.” Likewise
the shepherds are told, “Fear not: for, behold,
I bring you good tidings of great joy, which
shall be to all people.”

Likewise, throughout the Hebrew Scrip-
tures the phrase “Fear not” often is given in

the face of fear.
Abram is told “Fear not” when he is afraid

the promise of being the father of many
nations will not occur since he has no off-
spring. When Hagar is afraid that her son
Ishmael will perish in the desert, the Lord
appears with the assurance, “fear not; for
God has heard the voice of the lad.” (Gene-
sis 21:17)

When the brothers of Joseph fear retribu-
tion from him following the death of their
father, Joseph assures themwith, “Fear not.
…Youmeant evil againstme; butGodmeant
it for good.” (Genesis 50:19-20)

Moses addressed the people in thewilder-
ness when they feared capture by Pharaoh’s
army saying, “Fear not, stand firm, and see
the salvation of the Lord, which he will work
for you today.” (Exodus 14:13)

Isaiah reassures the people with the
words from the Lord, “Fear not, for I have
redeemed you; I have called you by name,
you aremine.” (Isaiah 43:1)

Likewise, Jesus comforts his disciples
with, “Why, even the hairs of your head are
all numbered. Fear not; you are of more
value thanmany sparrows.” (Luke 12:7)

While in many situations fear is real, we
have thus been counseled not to live in fear.
But there is also a “politics of fear,” where

fear—both real and imagined— is cynically
used to push certain political agendas.

In a recent article, Rabbi Donniel Hart-
man from Jerusalem warns us that the poli-
tics of fear canhave “catastrophicmoral con-
sequences.

“Under the politics of fear, we can become
morally righteous, despite our oppression of
others.”

Hartman then describes a less recog-
nized, but even more morally challenging,
phenomenon, which he labels the Politics of
But, or more precisely the Politics of “Yes —
but.”

He recognizes that it can take on various
forms depending on the occasion and soci-
etal situation.

“In Israel, it looks something like this,”
Hartman writes. “I am committed to equal-
ity for all of Israel’s citizens, Jew andArab—
but security must come first. Jews ought to
be sensitive to the needs of refugees — but
we need to preserve Israel as a Jewish state.”

How does the Politics of “Yes— but” work
in America?

We regularly affirm that all persons have
inalienable rights—but immigrants and ref-
ugees are taking away our jobs.

Yes, we believe in freedom of religion —
but some people of a different religion have

committed terrorist acts, so we must moni-
tor all such adherents for fear that they are
all violent.

Webelieve in thedignity of all—but some
citizens, who have not voted as I voted, can’t
possibility be moral or have a significant
contribution to make to our political dis-
course.

Hartman concludes with words for our
setting as well as his own: “Decent people
committed to the principle of human equal-
ity … have allowed the Politics of But tomis-
direct our moral compasses. We have given
to the haunting voice of But too much sway
over our lives and our principles.”

It is not enough to just affirm our basic
principles enshrined in theConstitution and
Bill of Rights.

Affirmation that does not comport with
our actions, excused by the Politics of But,
will not bring us together for the common
good.

We need new coalitions and new engage-
ment with those with whom we disagree or
even fear. We no longer can act out of a pol-
itics of fear and distrust, but out of a faith
that affirms and accepts all who aremade in
God’s image.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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