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…And so, what do many Jews do on Christmas? From what I hear they go to a Chinese restaurant. That, for some Jews, has almost become a religious tradition. So
much so that one of the teachers in our school, Brandon Walker, made a musical video entitled, “Chinese Food on Christmas” which has been watched by a million people
on You Tube. So how did this minhag of going to a Chinese restaurant on Christmas come about? The answer is simple. Jews don’t observe Christmas … and the
Chinese people don’t observe Christmas! We both operate on a different calendar. While this January 1st will usher in the year 2008 in the Christian calendar, it is in
February that the Chinese people will be celebrating their New Year – the year 4706. And we Jews are celebrating the year 5768. Which means that the Jewish people
had to go more than 1000 years without Chinese food! How did we survive? The miracle of Jewish survival!
I am not going to tell you what you should do on Christmas, and I’m certainly not going to tell you to go to a Chinese restaurant (unless, of course, it’s
kosher!). But I can tell you what Jewish tradition says you can’t do on Christmas … or more specifically, the night of Christmas Eve. A custom developed in our East
European days that Jews were not to study Torah on Christmas Eve. Indeed, there was a special name given to Christmas Eve. It was referred to as “Nittel Nacht.”
“Nacht” of course means “evening” or “erev.” There is a difference of opinion of what “Nittel” means. Some say that it is a variant of the Latin word, “Natalis” meaning “day
of birth;” the same word that gives us the French “Noel,” Christmas celebrating the nativity – the birth of Jesus. Others say that “Nittel” comes from the Hebrew word
“nitleh” which means “hanged,” which could refer to Jesus’ crucifixion. Still others say this word, “Nittel” comes from this tradition of not learning on Christmas Eve. “Nittel”
– “Nit toren lernen” is Yiddish for saying you are not allowed to learn. And indeed, there are many stories told of great sages who would not learn Torah on Christmas Eve.
There is a famous picture of the Lubavitcher Rebbe and his father playing chess. When would they take the time out from studying Torah to play chess? It had to be on
Christmas Eve! It is told that the Maharal would pay all his bills on Christmas Eve. And taking it to its extreme, it is said that the Vilna Gaon would tear all the toilet paper
he would need for the year on Christmas Eve!
But why this tradition not to study Torah on Christmas Eve? Here too, the explanations vary. Some say it would be inappropriate for Jews to go to
the Beit Medrash and learn on Christmas Eve; showing their Christian neighbors that for us as Jews, the day means nothing … it’s just business as usual. Others go to the
other extreme and say: how can we rejoice in the study of Torah on a night that led to thousands of years of anti-Semitism and persecution? Still another explanation is
based on the tradition that learning Torah on the birthday – or the day of death – of someone elevates their soul in Paradise, and no Jew wanted to appear as if he was
doing anything to “elevate” the soul of Jesus. But most feel that the reason for not going to the Beit Medrash and learning Torah on Christmas Eve was simply a matter of
safety; learning meant going out on the streets on Christmas Eve which for a Jew meant taking your life in your hands.
We’ve come a long way from those days. And certainly here in America, our relations with Christians is so good that we now have a question that perhaps
never had to be asked before in Jewish history. The question? Can you give your Christian friend a Christmas gift? And the question is not as simple as you might
think! Because there is a mishnah in the tractate Avodah Zarah which clearly states that “on the three days preceding the festivities of idolaters, it is forbidden to transact
business with them, to lend articles to them or borrow anything from them, to advance or receive money from them, to repay a debt or receive payment from them.” Not
only are we being told that three days before their holidays are we not to give them gifts, we’re not allowed to do any business with them! Because in so doing, we will be
making their holiday merrier … something we shouldn’t do for idolaters. And that is the law! But that was then … and now is now. By the time the Code of Jewish
Law was written it tells us, “There are those who say that all these things were only said in those times, but in our times they are not idol worshippers and therefore it is
permissible to do business with them on the day of their festivals, and to loan them money and all other things.” And then we have the additional statement: “And even to
give money to their priests. They don’t use the money for sacrifices or idol worship. They only use it to eat and drink.” It seems that rabbis and priests have much in
common.
…. And unlike for Jews of previous generations, that is really no problem for us. Christians deserve to celebrate their holidays just as we deserve to
celebrate ours. And if you really are looking for something to do on Christmas, I – as your rabbi –I tell you: it’s all right to study Torah! And if you find it difficult to do that all
day, a nice tradition has developed within some Jewish organizations to volunteer to work on Christmas in jobs at hospitals and other 24/7 jobs, so that Christian
workers can have the day off.
This is the season of the year when the Christian world prays for peace on earth and good will toward all mankind. That’s a prayer that we can join in,
that some day the Messianic dream will come true: “On that day the Lord shall reign over all the universe, He will be one and His name shall be one.”
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