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  1 This article is a revised version of Susan K. Roll, “The Debate on the Origins 
of Christmas” which originally appeared in Archiv für Liturgiewissenschaft 40, 
1–2 (1998) 1–16.
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Susan K. Roll

16. The Origins of Christmas: 
  The State of the Question1

In the pages of the journal Archiv für Liturgiewissenschaft of 1952, a 
 debate was played out concerning the evidence for the origins of 
Christmas between two Benedictine liturgical scholars with the same 
religious profession name. Dom Hieronymus Frank, who had already 
published a number of articles on patristic-era evidence for the early 
celebration of the incarnation feasts in East and West, presented the 
main arguments to date for what had come to be called the History of 
Religions theory or Religionsgeschichtlichehypothese. Dom Hieronymus 
Engberding, well-published in the field of Eastern liturgy but a new-
comer to the Christmas debate, launched in his contribution a strik-
ingly sharp and highly polemic defense of an alternate hypothesis 
which had been virtually declared dead some twenty years before: the 
Calculation hypothesis or Berechnungshypothese. The two scholars had 
based their articles on papers presented at a debate which had taken 
place under the auspices of the Abt-Herwegen-Institut in July 1949.

While few propositions were definitively defended and little was 
solved concerning exactly when and why the Christmas feast had 
come to be celebrated, the 1949 debate marked a further step in the 
evolution of thought on the topic. To this day roughly the same two 
hypotheses, although noncompetitive and not mutually exclusive, 
have vied for credibility as the most likely explanation for the rela-
tively late introduction of the Christmas feast. The proponents gener-
ally follow national groupings, with American/Anglo-Saxon students 
of liturgical history supporting the relatively greater probability of the 



  2 An extensive investigation of the scholarly research history of the question 
of the origins of Christmas, together with an examination of the most perti-
nent sources used by 19th and 20th century liturgical historians, can be found 
in Susan K. Roll, Toward the Origins of Christmas (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1995). 
The scientific survey is set in a much broader context, beginning from the 
 nature of liturgical time and the place of Christmas in the liturgical year, and 
concluding with an overview of the contemporary pastoral situation of the 
Christmas feast particularly in the Northern and Western hemispheres.

  3 K. A. Heinrich Kellner, Heortologie, oder das Kirchenjahr und die Heiligenfeste 
in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Freiburg im B: Herder, 1901) 88–89, and Hans 
Lietzmann, Geschichte der alten Kirche, vol 3 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1938) 237–39. 
Also known as the Catalogue Bucherianus or “Anonymous Cuspiniani” 
(named for the first scholar to make use of it, J. Cuspinianus, + 1529), this 
 illustrated almanac comprised of chronologies from a number of sources, is 
the earliest text to mention repeatedly the birth of Christ on December 25.
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Calculation hypothesis, while German and other Continental liturgical 
historians remain unconvinced by the upstart theory and hold tight to 
the History of Religions current of thought.

This article summarizes briefly the state of the question concerning 
the origins of Christmas and sketches the lines of debate and the 
 evidence used by scholars prior to the 1949 debate. Then it brings the 
debate to the present with a nod toward the revival of the second 
 hypothesis by Thomas Talley in the 1980s and ’90s, an argument 
which has influenced the state of the question for North American 
 liturgists in particular.2

1 .  t h e  e a r l i e s t  r e l i a b l e  i n d i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  
 c h r i s t m a s  f e a s t

The earliest hard evidence that December 25 was marked as the birth-
date of Christ, coupled with some hint that this date was considered 
significant by the Christian community, can be found in the “Chrono-
graph” or calendar of Furius Dionysius Philocalus, which dates as a 
whole from the year 354.3 This lavishly illustrated almanac includes 
among other material three lists of dates using both Christian and 
secular source material which taken together serve to indicate that by 
the year 336 the nativity of Jesus stood at the start of the new year. The 
Fasti consulares, a chronological listing of the consuls of Rome, contains 
the following:

“I p Chr. Caesare et Paulo sat. XIII Hoc cons. Dns. ihs. xpc natus est 
VIII Kal. Ian. de ven. Luna XV. (Christ is born during the consulate of 



  4 See Bernard Botte, Les origines de la Noël et de l’Épiphanie, Textes et Études 
liturgiques I (Louvain: Mont César/Keizersberg Abbey, 1932) 32; Latin text in 
J. J. Mak, Het Kerstfeest. Ontstaan en verbreiding. Viering in de middeleeuwen  
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1948) 23. Present author’s translation.

  5 See Kellner, Heortologie, 92–94.
  6 Conrad Kirch, Enchiridion fontium historiae ecclesiasticae antiquae (Freiburg 

im B./Rome: Herder, 1956) 331; and Thomas J. Talley, Origins of the Liturgical 
Year, 2nd ed. (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1991) 85. Botte, Origines, 63, 
cites the Corpus inscriptionum latinarum I (Berlin: De Gruyter, no date given) 278.

275

C. Caesar Augustus and L. Aemilianus Paulus on 25 December, a 
 Friday, the 15th day of the new moon.)”4

This notation is inserted into a secular list of Roman consuls where it 
fits awkwardly and in which factual errors were made, raising ques-
tions about its authenticity.5 Only somewhat less odd is the note found 
in the Depositio martyrum, which begins “VIII Kal. ian natus Christus 
in Betleem Judeae. (Christ is born on the eighth of the calends of Janu-
ary, in Bethlehem of Judea.)”

The birthdate of Christ cannot however be classified with the rest of 
the material as pertaining to the martyrs as such, though neither can 
the February 22 notation of the “birth” of the Chair of Peter. The list is 
of martyrs who died in Rome and who are, for the most part, buried 
in or near the city. The prevailing Christian mentality, dating back to 
the mid-second century Martyrdom of Polycarp, that the martyrs’ death-
date is their birthday into heaven and thus to be celebrated, seems to 
be contradicted by the placement of the “anniversary” of the fleshly 
birth of Christ at the head of the calendar, with no corresponding 
 notation of the date of his passion and death.

The third pertinent piece of evidence is the arrangement of entries 
in the Depositio episcoporum, a list of Roman bishops who lived from 
255 to 352, arranged in order of their death dates beginning on Decem-
ber 26. The last two entries are out of order: Marcus, who died in 336, 
and Julius who died in 352. Sylvester, the most recent of the popes in 
order, died in December 335. So the source material can be reliably 
dated to the year 336, and the fact that it is arranged as if December 25 
is the beginning of the year, as were the other two lists cited, suggests 
that the nativity feast had by then acquired its position as the start of 
the Christian year. Additionally, a civil calendar included as part of 
the same Chronograph notes December 25 as N(atalis) Invicti, a Roman 
civil holiday.6



  7 André Wilmart, “Un sermon de Saint Optat pour la fête de Noël,” Revue 
des sciences religieuses 2 (1922) 271–302.

  8 Patrologia Graeca 49:351–62. See also Evangelos Theodorou “Saint Jean 
Chrysostome et la fête de Noël,” in A.-M. Dubarle, Bernard Botte and Klaus 
Hruby, eds. Noël, Épiphanie, retour du Christ, Lex Orandi 40 (Paris: Cerf, 1967) 
196–200; and Hansjörg Auf der Maur, Feiern im Rhythmus der Zeit I. Herrenfeste 
in Woche und Jahr, Gottesdienst der Kirche, Handbuch der Liturgiewissenschaft 
vol. 5 (Regensburg: Pustet, 1983) 167.

  9 “Oratio 38,” PG 36:313; see also the edition by Claudio Moreschini and 
Paul Gallay, Grégoire de Nazianze Discours 38–40, Sources chrétiennes 358 
(Paris: Cerf, 1990).
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However helpful an exact calendar notation may be, it gives no indi-
cation in se whether, or in what way, the feast was celebrated among 
the Christian church of Rome in the final year of the reign of Constan-
tine. The next piece of extant evidence, some twenty-five years later, 
comes from a sermon preached by bishop Optatus of Milevis in 
 Numidia, approximately 360.7 Under the emperor Julian who sought 
to reimpose the polytheistic religion of Rome’s golden period to stave 
off further moral decline, the last spasm of persecution of Christians 
was taking place. Optatus endeavored to encourage his congregation 
to stand fast and persist in the face of persecution by citing the 
 example of the martyrdom of the Holy Innocents under Herod. The 
significance of this sermon for the Christmas feast lies in its linking of 
the key nativity narrative, the coming of the Magi (which had not yet 
been separated out and assigned as the lection for the western feast of 
the Epiphany), and the seldom-used story of the massacre of the inno-
cents, together with the dating of the feast in December in northern 
Africa, which had strong ties to Rome.

More definitive evidence comes from John Chrysostom’s sermon 
“In diem natalem,” preached on the date of the Nativity feast in 386, 
with the goal of justifying the introduction (not to say imposition) of 
this feast in the Eastern Church less than ten years before. The fact that 
Chrysostom had to employ considerable rhetorical ammunition, in-
cluding three diverse (and tenuous) arguments exhorting the people 
to celebrate Christmas, indicates that a good deal of local opposition 
to the imported feast continued, at least partly because Epiphany as a 
feast of the Incarnation already held a traditional place in their calendar.8 
Gregory of Nazianzen had preached sermons on both the feasts of 
Christmas and Epiphany in 379; in the sermon for Epiphany he claimed to 
have been the exarchos, which the majority of scholars read as “origina-
tor,” of the Christmas feast, not in 379 but apparently shortly before.9



10 In fact, a native Roman cult of the sun is attested in the first century b.c.e., 
linked with Apollo as god of light: see Gaston H. Halsberghe, Het rijk van de 
zonnegod. De eredienst van sol invictus (Antwerp/Utrecht: Standaard, 1972) 12–
13. Some early commentators made much of the imported Persian cult of 
Mithras, linked explicitly with the sun and whose “birthday” was December 
25, the winter solstice on the Julian calendar. However Mithras remained a 
private cult popular among upper-class males, never an official state cult: see 
particularly Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1987) 230–33, and M. J. Vermaseren, Mithras de geheimzinnige 
god (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1959) 21–22. According to Reinhold Merkelbach, 
Mithras (Königstein, CZ: Hain, 1984) vii–viii, the cult disappeared quickly in 
the time of Constantine because its highly-placed adherents’ loyalty to the 
 emperor was incompatible with Constantine’s openness toward the Chris-
tians. An abortive attempt by the young emperor Elagabalus (+ 222) to estab-
lish the Syrian solar Ba’al of Emesa as the most prominent state cult in Rome 
outraged the stolid Roman population by its flagrant excesses, which included 
human sacrifice to the sun god. Some fifty years later the emperor Aurelian, 
who undertook a reform campaign to promote moral stability in the Roman
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These extant texts define the limits of the hard evidence for the date 
and nature of the early Christmas feast in the fourth century. Liturgical 
scholars of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries have amassed 
considerable parallel evidence to construct inductive arguments for 
the greater or lesser probability of an early introduction of the Christ-
mas feast linked to the December 25 birthdate, perhaps preceding the 
Constantinian period. These arguments from congruence have led to 
the development of the two main theories for the origin of Christmas.

2 .  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  r e l i g i o n s  h y p o t h e s i s

The German name apologetisch-religionsgeschichtliche Hypothese illustrates 
more clearly than the equivalent English term the fact that this theory 
operates on several levels. The second term, religionsgeschichtliche, refers 
here to the often highly complicated and difficult to trace derivations 
and cross-influences among two or more religious faiths in close geo-
graphical proximity, influences which may affect truth-concepts, 
 customs or worship practice. In the first few centuries of the Church as 
Christianity spread beyond the immediate Mediterranean region to 
the breadth of the Roman Empire, this would involve interaction 
among three general religious groupings: the official Roman state reli-
gion (which had shifted to worship of the sun-god at the head of the 
pantheon by the year 275 c.e. under the emperor Aurelian), the 
 clandestine and periodically persecuted Christian faith, and numerous 
imported oriental religions, Greek mystery cults and so forth.10 The 



Empire, identified himself with Sol Invictus, an absolute monotheistic state 
god who absorbed the attributes of a number of lesser god-figures: see Henri 
Seyrig, “Le prétendu syncrétisme solaire syrien et le culte de Sol Invictus,” in 
Les  Syncrétismes dans les religions greque et romaine, Bibliothèque des centres 
 d’études supérieures spécialisés (Paris: Presses Universitaires de Frances, 
1973) 151; John Holland Smith, Death of Classical Paganism (London/Dublin: 
Geoffrey Chapman, 1976) 23–24; and Halsberghe, Zonnegod, 120–43. The “Dies 
solis invicti” was celebrated at the winter solstice with special athletic con-
tests. These are the primary forms of a sun-god which formed the conceptual 
substratum for the (eventual) establishment of the birthday of Christ, the “Sun 
of Justice” (Mal 3:20), on December 25, according to the History of Religions 
hypothesis.

The question of the role possibly played by Constantine in the formal estab-
lishment of a feast of Christ’s birth forms a separate and controverted issue. 
While historians such as Hans Lietzmann, Geschichte der alten Kirche vol. 3 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1938) especially 140–53, asserted that Christmas was “the 
liturgical form of thanksgiving for Constantine’s victory” (329), Alistair Kee in 
Constantine versus Christ: the triumph of ideology (London: SCM, 1982) argues 
the more contemporary (and less naïve?) position that Constantine was 
strictly a political pragmatist. See the summary in Roll, Toward the Origins of 
Christmas, 114–17. The fact that Constantinople apparently did not celebrate 
Christmas before 380, some fifty-four years after the day’s first attestation in 
Rome, suggests strongly that Constantine himself did not bring it along to his 
new eastern capital.

11 Chief among these were the Arians, whose dogma of a chronological be-
ginning for the existence of the Second Person of the Trinity, and thus a funda-
mental disbalance and disunity among the Godhead, persisted into the early 
Middle Ages due to Arian missionary activity among Germanic tribes. No hard 
evidence links the Christmas feast as such and the violent polemics  between 
Nicene and Arian Christians, except the coincidence that the early fourth cen-
tury saw both the Council of Nicea and the probable period in which the 
Christmas feast originated, and perhaps the much later coincidence that 
Christ mas only began to be celebrated in Constantinople shortly after the fall
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degree of influence upon the Nativity feast as assessed by liturgical 
scholars ranges from flat assertions of direct causal dependence on the 
pre-existing Roman solar feast(s), to bemused notations of interest at 
the coincidence of the dates and perhaps a suggestion that the feasts 
developed in a manner parallel, or at most in tandem, with each other.

The term apologetisch also works two ways: what we now identify as 
mainline or orthodox (Nicene) Christians undertook to defend their 
beliefs against, on one hand non-Christians of whatever belief system, 
and on the other hand fellow Christians in various splinter groups 
who supported beliefs and practices condemned by the mainline 
Church as “heresy.”11 It was in this atmosphere of polemics and fear 



from power of the Arian faction: see Heinrich Dörrie, “Die Epiphaniaspredigt 
des Gregor von Nazianz (Hom. 39) und ihre geistesgeschichtliche Bedeutung,” 
in Patrick Granfield and Josef A. Jungmann, eds, Kyriakon I, Festschrift Johannes 
Quasten, (Münster in W.: Aschendorff, 1970) 409.

In the mid-fifth century several of the Christmas sermons of Leo I were 
 directed at refuting the Arians, particularly Sermons 22, 23, 25, and more 
broadly Sermon 27, with passing sideswipes embedded in several others: see 
Antoine Chavasse, Sancti Leoni Magni Romani Pontificis Tractatus Septem et Non-
aginta, Corpus Christianorum Scriptorum Latinorum series 138, (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1973) 91–92, and 120–21; and René Dolle, Léon le Grand Sermons I, 
Sources chrétiennes 22 bis, second edition (Paris: Cerf, 1976) 88 n. 6, 99, n. 9, 
and 128–29, n. 3 and 4.

One might speculate that the Arians, given a bit of hermeneutical creativity, 
could have managed to co-opt a nascent Christmas feast to suit their own 
ends, precisely by celebrating the bodily birth of Christ as if it were his begin-
ning in time. The Christmas feast by its nature need not strike a blow against 
Arian doctrine merely in the act of celebrating. In the opinion of R.P.C. Hanson, 
however, the early Arians at least were generally “less intellectual and less 
 sophisticated than the pro-Nicenes,” and more likely to interpret Scripture 
passages literally: Hanson, Search for the Christian Doctrine of God, (Edinburgh: 
T. and T. Clark, 1985) 829–30.

12 See Roll, Toward the Origins of Christmas, 203–11, for a survey of these 
 sermons in sequence, their various targets and theological approaches.
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for the unity of the Christian movement in the fourth century that the 
new feast of Christmas came to be used as a means of promulgating 
Nicene doctrine concerning the nature of the incarnation and the 
equality of the Son with the Father, while castigating, explicitly or 
 implicitly, both non-Christian festivals and sun-worship practices, and 
the threat posed to the Church from various Christian factions. Even 
more difficult for contemporary scholars to prove than a theoretical 
causality by the Roman sun feast of the Christmas feast, is a putative 
causality of Christmas by the highly-charged polemic atmosphere 
concerning the internal christological disputes addressed by a series of 
councils beginning with that of Nicea. A concern on the part of the 
leadership of the mainline Roman church for the maintenance of 
 doctrinal unity cannot be proven to have been the instigating factor 
for the feast, but certainly by the fifth century bishops were making 
use of the feast to counter non-mainline teachings, a process strikingly 
visible in the ten consecutive Christmas sermons of Leo I.12

A curious statement of the basic tenet of this position can be found 
in a text far too late to be counted among the patristic evidence, and 
far too early to be of significant value for scholarly argumentation. In 



13 The edition used up to the present has remained Joseph Simon Assemanus, 
Bibliotheca Orientalis Clemento-Vaticana, vol. 2 (Rome: Sacred Congregation for 
the Propagation of the Faith, 1721) 164, a Latin translation of the Syriac text. 
English text from Talley, Origins, 101–2, a translation from the French of Botte, 
Origines, 66.

14 “Sermo 202,” Patrologia Latina 38:1033–34.
15 De D.N. Jesu Christi matrisque ejus Festis, retractatus atque auctus, vol. 2 

(Louvain: Academica, 1761) 117–240 on Christmas.
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a marginal note on a manuscript by the Syrian Dionysius Bar-Salibi  
(+ 1171), in a different hand but probably added before the end of the 
twelfth century, a pat explanation appears for the inception of the De-
cember 25 Nativity feast: “The Lord was born in the month of January, 
on the day on which we celebrate the Epiphany; for the ancients ob-
served the Nativity and the Epiphany on the same day. . . . The rea-
son for which the Fathers transferred the said solemnity from the sixth 
of January to the twenty-fifth of December is, it is said, the following: 
it was the custom of the pagans to celebrate on this same day of the 
twenty-fifth of December the feast of the birth of the sun. To adorn the 
solemnity, they had the custom of lighting fires and they invited even 
the Christian people to take part in these rites. When, therefore, the 
Doctors noted that the Christians were won over to this custom, they 
decided to celebrate the feast of the true birth on this same day; the 
sixth of January they made to celebrate the Epiphany. They have kept 
this custom until today with the rite of the lighted fire.”13

The point of this text concerns the adoption of a non-Christian custom 
with a Christian festal legitimation in a competitive atmosphere be-
tween the two; its presumption of a pre-existing Epiphany feast per-
tains to the East and to Gaul, but not to the West, since a well-used 
argumentum ex silentio for an early origin employs Augustine’s charge 
against the Donatists that they have failed to express solidarity with 
the mainline church in celebrating the feast of Epiphany, implying that 
they may in fact have celebrated Christmas prior to the split in 311.14

An early hint of the idea that Christmas may have been celebrated 
to oppose the triumphal feasts of “the silly Gentiles” appears in an 
apologetic text of Prosper Lambertini (Pope Benedict XIV) for the 
 authentic origins of Christmas in the gospel of Luke.15 The hypothesis 
emerges more clearly from an early comparative religions study by 
the Frankfurt Egyptologist Paul Ernst Jablonski (+ 1757), which made 
perhaps the earliest claim that Constantine had exercised influence 



16 De origine festi navitatis Christi, included in I.G. te Water, ed. Opuscula 
Jablonski vol. 3, (Lugduni Batavorum: Elsevier, 1809) 317ff.

17 Johann C. Gieseler, Lehrbuch der Kirchengeschichte, vol. I, 1, 4th ed. (Bonn: 
Adolph Marcus, 1844) 70–71.

18 Hermann Usener. Das Weihnachtsfest, 1st ed., Bonn: Cohen, 1889; 2nd ed., 
Hans Lietzmann, Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, part I: Das Weih-
nachtsfest Kapitel I–III, 1911; 3rd ed., Bonn: Bouvier, 1969. Interestingly, the 
treatment of Sol Invictus at the end of chapter 3 section 8 does not appear in 
the first edition which sparked initial controversy among scholars, but does 
show up in the second and third editions.

We should note here that the broader context of the debate in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries has to do with the currency of the History of Reli-
gions School as a methodology and a hermeneutic for situating specific 
 phenomena in the history of Christianity within their original non-Christian 
cultural setting. A rush of interest in locating all sorts of pre-Christian 
 antecedents for Christian theology and worship resulted in a sort of   
de-absolutizing of Christianity, which was in turn perceived as highly threat-
ening by ultramontanists and anti-modernists who strove to defend the 
uniqueness of Christian revelation. A significant example of the application of 
the study of Greek mythology to shed light on (putatively) parallel Christian 
practices is Hugo Rahner’s Griechische Mythen in christlicher Deutung (Zürich: 
Rhein, 1945). For an indication of the reaction, see Roll, Toward the Origins of 
Christmas, 128 and n. 81.
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upon the foundation of the Christmas feast.16 J. Carl Ludwig Gieseler 
in the mid-nineteenth century built upon Jablonski in laying out the 
main lines of the argument and drawing upon patristic-era evidence: 
(1) that the feast was first celebrated on December 25, and only later 
was that date justified as the authentic birthdate of Christ; (2) that 
Christmas originated, according to Gieseler, in the mid-fourth century 
and was linked with the Roman state feast of the Invincible Sun, the 
Natalis Solis Invicti, and the winter solstice (which he noted had  already 
slipped out of place, but was still marked officially on December 25, 
on the Julian calendar). His primary references are the sermon preached 
by Pope Liberius on the occasion of the veiling of Marcellina, sister of 
Ambrose (following the account of Ambrose), and the injunction by 
Leo I against Christians who continue to bow to the sun.17

A turning-point in the development of this hypothesis took place 
with the 1889 publication of the first edition of Hermann Usener’s Das 
Weihnachtsfest.18 Usener fixes the date of the introduction of Christmas 
in Cappadocia on the basis of the aformentioned texts of Chrysostom 
and Gregory Nazianzen, but places its inception in Rome in the year 354, 
linking it to the sermon of Liberius, while discounting the evidence of 



19 See Dölger, Sol salutis: Gebet und Gesang im christlichen Altertum, Liturgieg-
eschichtliche Forschungen 4–5 (Münster in W: Aschendorff, 1925); and Die 
Sonne der Gerechtigkeit und der Schwarze: Eine religionsgeschichtliche Studie zum 
Taufgelöbnis, Liturgiegeschichtliche Forschungen 2 (Münster in W: Aschen-
dorff, 1919).

20 For Casel’s application of the “mystery-presence” theory he developed 
from his concept of Greek mystery cults directly to the liturgical year, see 
Casel, “Gegenwart des Christus-Mysteriums. Vom Sinn des Kirchenjahres,” in 
Das christliche Festmysterium (Paderborn, 1941) 3–10; Casel, “Mysteriumgegen-
wart,” Jahrbuch für Liturgiewissenschaft 8 (1928) 145–224; and also Burkhard 
Neunheuser, “L’année liturgique selon Dom Casel,” Questions Liturgiques et 
Paroissales 38 (1957) 286–98.

21 Bernard Botte Les origines de la Noël et de l’Épiphanie, Textes et Études litur-
giques 1 (Louvain: Mont César/Keizersberg Abbey, 1932).
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the Chronograph of Philocalus. Usener advocates the extreme form of 
the History of Religions hypothesis which posits a conscious, intended 
Christian substitution or replacement of the feast of Natalis Solis 
 Invicti with the Nativity feast, partly extrapolated from his study of a 
collection of Roman coins at the Rheinisches Museum which  exhibited 
sun motifs. Usener’s study was well-received almost immediately, 
among others by Duchesne who wrote at the same time (see below), 
though later scholars disputed the evidence from Liberius’ sermon. By 
the 1920s Franz Joseph Dölger’s research into the sun cult in late im-
perial Rome and the significance of the winter solstice,19 as well as that 
of Odo Casel into ancient Greek mystery rites,20 heightened the cur-
rency of speculation concerning ancient perception of  cosmic phenom-
ena and traces of evidence for their seepage into Christian festal 
practice by the fourth century.

Certainly the most durable and most regularly cited study, even to 
the present day, which falls within the History of Religions school is 
that of Dom Bernard Botte of the monastery of Mont César/Keizersberg. 
In a 1932 monograph of less than a hundred pages21 Botte assembled 
the most reliable evidence known in his day for the origins of 
Epiphany and Christmas, and while he was led to conclude that some 
form of influence of the sociocultural-religious climate of sun worship 
had affected the introduction of Christmas, he never espoused the 
 extreme substitution form of the hypothesis. While the Church “chris-
tianized” certain non-Christian practices and tolerated others, accord-
ing to Botte, the solstice festival influenced but did not per se 
determine the December 25 feast. Botte fixes the testimony of the 
Chronograph to the December 25 Nativity anniversary at the year 336, 



22 Baumstark, Liturgie comparée, 3rd ed. With foreword and notes by Botte 
(Chevetogne and Paris: Éditions Chevetogne, 1953) 170 and n. 1.

23 First edition, Paris: Thorin, 1889; fifth edition, Paris: Fontemoing, 1920 
275–79.
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posits a split in the Eastern Epiphany themes as a result of the intro-
duction of the December 25 feast, sets aside the sermon of Liberius, 
and identifies the two then-prevailing theories for the origins of 
Christmas. Botte continued to defend his position over the next forty 
years, refuting among others Anton Baumstark’s extreme christianiza-
tion position with a more nuanced notion that the feast was to “draw 
away the faithful from the pagan solemnities and to compete with the 
Natalis Invicti.”22

By the time that Hieronymus Frank presented his paper in 1952, 
Botte was largely considered to have spoken the final word on the 
subject. Frank himself had already published a modest body of work 
of his own on the topic of the early evidence for Christmas and Epiph-
any consistent with the History of Religions school of thought.

3 .  t h e  c o m p u t a t i o n  h y p o t h e s i s

In the same year as Usener’s first publication of his work which had 
contributed to building up the evidence for the replacement of Natalis 
Invicti with the Christmas feast, Louis Duchesne laid down the basic 
lines for a theory focusing on the calendrical structures and their 
underlying religious rationale which exerted an influence on the 
fourth-century Church. The Calculation hypothesis, also known as the 
Berechnungshypothese, spekulativ-kalendarische, or Komputationshypothese, 
highly conceptual in nature and thus vulnerable to refutation, none-
the less enjoyed two significant revivals, the first at the hands of 
 Hieronymus Engberding in 1952, and the second by Thomas Talley in 
the 1980s.

In a passage of only a few pages in his Origines du culte chrétien,23 
Duchesne discounts the idea that Christmas represented a substitution 
for either Saturnalia (which ends December 23), or for Natalis Invicti 
(which he wrongly identifies with the cult of Mithras). Duchesne cites 
evidence from Clement of Alexandria, the De Pascha Computus spuri-
ously attributed to Cyprian, Lactantius, Tertullian, Hippolytus and the 
“Depositio episcoporum” of the Chronograph of Philocalus that March 
25 was believed to be the anniversary of Jesus’ passion and death on 
the cross. Duchesne posits further (without citing any direct evidence) 



24 Duchesne, Origines, 279.
25 J.-B. Thibaut, “La solennité de Noël,” Échos d’Orient 118 (1920) 153–62, 

who peremptorily declared the whole debate closed as a result of Duchesne’s 
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26 Botte, Origines, 60–67.
27 Oscar Cullmann, Die Entstehung des Weihnachtsfestes und die Herkunft des 
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that Christ was believed to have lived a whole number of years, since 
the symbolic number structures popular among church thinkers of the 
late imperial period do not permit the imperfection of fractions. There-
fore, according to Duchesne, the incarnation (or annunciation to Mary) 
must have taken place on March 25, and the birth of Christ exactly 
nine months later on December 25, while according to an account of 
Sozomen the corresponding date in the East for the passion was April 
6 among certain Montanists. This theory would account for the Janu-
ary 6 Epiphany as a birth feast which Usener’s argument did not do, 
according to Duchesne, while permitting some solar-cult influence.24

Duchesne attracted a little scholarly notice at the time, even an 
 enthusiastic reception by one commentator,25 but Bernard Botte’s 1932 
monograph managed to shoot enough holes in Duchesne’s theory as 
to seem to refute it definitively. Botte found no hard evidence for shift-
ing the “beginning” of Christ’s life on earth backwards from his birth 
to his conception, for the purpose of assimilating it to the ancient idea 
that the Hebrew patriarchs lived a whole number of years and thus 
passed away on their birthday. Even the De Pascha Computus of 243 
c.e. refers not to Christ’s conception but to his birth (nasceretur), and 
tends in any case to support the symbolic parallel of Christ with the 
sun which was pivotal for early twentieth-century proponents of the 
predominant theory. Botte found the theoretical perfection of symbolic 
number structures considerably less compelling as a motive for the 
 inception of a new feast than the pressing need to hold the newly- 
legitimized Christian Church together in the face of violent doctrinal 
schism. Even apart from the relative artificiality of Duchesne’s argu-
ment from symbolic numbers, Botte believed, the likelihood of some 
form of strong influence of the prevailing official sun-cult on the 
Christian Church rendered Duchesne’s theory simply superfluous.26 
Later scholarly opinion supported Botte: in 1947 Oscar Cullmann 
 airily dismissed what he called “all sorts of speculations which are to-
tally devoid of any historical value and received no official recognition 
in the early Church,” and that it amounted to “child’s play.”27 The His-
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tory of Religions theory, to the extent that the two were taken as rivals, 
had retained full credibility as an adequate accounting for the causal 
impetus which had established the Christmas feast, while the theory 
of Duchesne was effectively marginalized from scholarly discussion 
and seemed fated to disappear.

4 .  t h e  1 9 4 9  a b t  h e r w e g e n  i n s t i t u t  d e b a t e

The two learned monks of the same profession name who presented 
contrasting papers on the origins of Christmas at the second day  
of a study meeting on July 26–28, 1949 under the auspices of the  
Abt.-Herwegen-Institut of the Abbey of Maria-Laach, were virtually 
contemporaries. Each of them had taught with distinction and each 
produced a respectable output of scholarly publications, a lifework 
which was temporarily suspended, for both, during World War II.

Dom Frank’s contribution to the debate28 broadened out the then-
current shape of the History of Religions hypothesis. He critiques 
Hans Lietzmann’s 1938 theories concerning the relative appearance of 
Epiphany and Christmas in Rome,29 and he attributes the composition 
of Liberius’ sermon entirely to Ambrose, which displaces this text as 
supportable evidence for the incarnation feast in Rome in the 350s c.e. 
For Frank the date at which Christmas was introduced remains a di-
lemma, whether before 336 and linked to the reign of Constantine, or 
before 311 in relation to Augustine’s charge concerning Epiphany. 
Frank holds that the calculations of the birthdate of Christ in the De 
solstitiis et aequinoctiis (a text appended to Botte’s monograph) probably 
belong to the fourth century and by themselves prove nothing con-
cerning an anterior rationale for the inception of the Christmas feast. 
Considering the lack of solid proof for Duchesne’s theory, Frank holds 
that the History of Religions’ theory linked by now with the name of 
Botte30 remains the most probable. However, no positive proof can be 
mustered for this either.



31 Engberding, “Der 25. Dezember . . .” Alw 2 (1952) 25–43.
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Probably to the great surprise and not a little consternation of the li-
turgical scholars present, or who read the text later, Dom Engberding 
seems to come straight out of nowhere to defend, vehemently, the  
all-but-discredited calculation hypothesis of Duchesne.31 He mar-
shalled an impressive collection of evidence and explored it fairly 
 extensively, but in the end succeeded only in raising some interesting 
questions about the enclosed and self-evident nature of the History of 
Religions hypothesis without definitively disproving it, nor providing 
fully convincing evidence for Duchesne’s alternate theory.

Engberding praised Duchesne’s interpretation of the Hippolytan 
Paschal tables and the 243 De Pascha Computus as establishing the 
credibility of the Passion date as the fixed (on the solar, not the luni-
solar paschal calendar) date for the conception of Christ. Engberding 
invokes a long-discredited letter of Pope Julius to Cyril of Jerusalem as 
supplemental evidence, as well as texts from Augustine, Jerome, and 
the marginal gloss in the twelfth-century Dionysius Bar-Salibi. 
 Engberding concedes that the calculations involved most likely repre-
sent an attempt to justify the celebration of Christ’s birth on a date 
 already established by tradition or by other means, and believed to be 
historically accurate already in 336, the date of the source material for 
the Chronograph. Engberding’s primary piece of evidence, somewhat 
paradoxically, is the aforementioned tractate De solstitiis et aequinoctiis; 
from this text he delineates a set of coincidences pertaining to the 
 December 25 birthdate, all of which tend also to indicate that the  
feast itself was not established due to calculations which pointed 
 irrefutably to this date, but rather that the calculations were devised 
after the date was already established and instead served to act as 
 arguments for God’s perfect plan of salvation, the underlying 
 rationale for the  patristic-era interest in number symbolism. In other 
words, first the birthdate came into being and was widely accepted, 
then somewhat later, perhaps in tandem with popular liturgical cele-
brations of that date and perhaps not yet, was the rationale for the 
date consciously constructed and defended. Engberding, in short, 
found the History of Religions far too narrow in scope, and its very 
self-evident presentation in the literature seemed to invite a critique 
from other, parallel textual evidence, or even, in the case of De solstitiis, 
the same text.



32 Leonhard Fendt, “Der heutige Stand der Forschung über das Geburtsfest 
Jesu am 25.12 und über Epiphanie,” Theologische Literaturzeitung 78 (1953) 
1–10.

287

5 .  t h e  p r e s e n t  s t a t e  o f  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n

An appraisal of both hypotheses by Leonhard Fendt a year following 
the publication of the respective articles, showed that Engberding had 
succeeded in making the Calculation hypothesis worthy of some at-
tention, but not nearly proven.32 Fendt isolates the two primary prob-
lems as (1) the addition of a second Incarnation feast to the Christian 
festal year when Epiphany was already widespread in the East and in 
Gaul, and (2) how Christmas became a feast of the universal Church. 
He holds that Engberding had failed to answer satisfactorily either 
question, but as a result of his work scholars would need to look more 
closely at the evolution within the Christian community instead of 
presuming that influence or direct causality originating from the 
 sociocultural context had determined the inception of the Christmas 
feast.

The Calculation hypothesis, for all its seemingly questionable con-
struction compounded by the general acceptance of the History of 
Religions hypothesis to the exclusion of the former, was fated to be-
come the “hypothesis that wouldn’t die.” American Anglican liturgist 
Thomas Talley gave a considerable boost to the academic currency 
and credibility of the Calculation hypothesis by presenting better- 
elaborated research on several of the weak points in Duchesne’s and 
Engberding’s argumentation. One of Talley’s starting points included 
the festal calendar of Asian Christians: according to their version of 
the Julian calendar the fourteenth day of the first spring month fell on 
April 6, the nearest equivalent (on the solar calendar) of the 14 Nisan, 
the preparation day for the Passover and the calendrical anniversary 
of the passion of Christ. These Asian Christians celebrated this Pascha 
as a unitive feast which included the incarnation of the Word made 
flesh, and a few early texts associate Christ’s passion with the annun-
ciation. Counting nine months from this date gives the date of Epiph-
any, January 6, as Christ’s birthdate on the Eastern calendar (though 
Talley argues that the divergence in festal themes attached to Epiph-
any—the incarnation, the baptism in the Jordan, the first miracle at 
Cana—is related to which Gospel account was read in which locality 
beginning on the Epiphany.) In the West the date of March 25 was 
identified as that of Christ’s passion, and by the fourth century, with 
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the annunciation, giving a birth date of December 25, nine months 
later. Talley adduces some evidence to suggest that folk tradition iden-
tified the death date of the patriarchs with the anniversary of their 
birth, with the idea that the divine perfection does not permit frac-
tions, and the patriarchs could only have lived a whole number of 
years. In addition Talley refutes the argument presented by many of 
the History-of-Religions proponents that the emperor Constantine, 
 because he had instituted the Day of the Sun as a legal holiday in 321, 
had arguably instituted the December 25 Nativity feast as that of 
Christ as the one true sun, as argued by later patristic writers, the 
“Sun of Justice” (Mal 3:20). In fact Constantine resided in Constanti-
nople from 324 until his death in 337, and Constantinople, which had 
been deliberately designed to include houses of worship for Chris-
tians, did not mark the Christmas feast until almost 380, as we have 
seen in the sermons of Chrysostom and Gregory Nazianzen.33

The discussion is by no means closed at this writing, though the 
 introduction of new evidence and original links has rendered the dis-
cussion both more complex and more interesting. Some unresolved 
questions raised by Talley’s positions include the shift in the West to a 
conception date of March 25 in the face of a text such as the 243 De 
Pascha Computus which places the birth of Christ on March 28; how the 
idea shifted from the date of birth (in the case of the Hebrew patriarchs) 
to the date of conception (in the case of Christ); why would Christians 



34 Listing proponents of the History of Religions theory today is a daunting 
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in der pluralistischen Gesellschaft (Maria Laach: Ars Liturgica, 1966:36–49). 
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289

begin to celebrate the birth of Christ in the flesh when their tradition 
heretofore was to celebrate the deathdate of their martyrs as their 
“birthday into heaven”; and the objection raised already by critics of 
Duchesne and Engberding that a highly speculative mathematical 
construction could seem strained, to say the least, particularly if 
Christmas originated in the West where little evidence of such specific 
calculations could be found.

Interestingly the extant liturgical-historical evidence points to a 
 persistence of the theme of light and sun which, if insufficient to draw 
solid conclusions as to the feast’s origins, points to a thematic undertow 
in its celebration in the Northern hemisphere. Leo the Great (+ 461) in 
his Christmas sermons employed analogies of Christ with light and 
the sun to repudiate the “darkness” of one or another non-Christian 
religion or heterodox Christian group. Leo, Ambrose, the Cappadocian 
fathers and other patristic preachers in effect co-opted the image of 
Christ as the new sun, which implies both the resurrection and the 
“rebirth” of the sun at the winter solstice. The oldest extant liturgical 
texts for Christmas are found in the Veronensis and include nine sets of 
formularies which link the themes of light and the birth of Christ. The 
opening prayer for Mass at midnight in the contemporary Roman Mis-
sal, based on the Gelasian Sacramentary, echoes the theme of Christ as 
light, and implicitly the “true sun” of the world.

It is not too great a generalization to say that, while students of li-
turgical history who trained at the graduate level in the United States 
tend to consider Talley’s theory definitive, rendering superfluous the 
older History of Religions theory, European liturgical historians barely 
take the calculation hypothesis seriously and certainly do not consider 
it in any form a challenge to the hegemony of some form of substitution 
theory.34 Liturgical historians still struggle under the burden of a lack 
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of definitive, extant evidence: probably the truth of the origins of 
Christmas will comprise something of the mentality evidenced by 
both theories. The debate continues up through the present, broken 
down this time along international lines—and the reality need not 
 exclude one theory or the other.


