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“Today the invisible Nature is joined to mortal men, coming forth from the Virgin. Today the infinite Essence is wrapped in swaddling clothes in Bethlehem. Today God leads the Magi by a star to worship Him, and with gold and frankincense and myrrh they foretell His three-day burial. Therefore we sing, O Christ our God, made flesh of the virgin, save our souls.”

This weekend we celebrate the Epiphany, the revelation of the baby Jesus to the Magi. It is strangers, pagan astrologers who come seeking the Infant King of the Jews, while the religious caste of the chosen people, wrapped up in study of their own Scriptures and Law, miss the great event.  In a similar way it is often prophets who have indicated Christ’s will and upbraided the inertia and complacency of churchmen. It may be unwelcomed and unappreciated converts whose enthusiasm shows up the dull apathy of Catholics, for whom the Word of God has become routine. The Epiphany is the Feast of Outsiders.

“When the Lord Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judah, Magi coming from the east worshipped God made man. And eagerly opening their treasures, they offered to Him precious gifts: refined gold, as to the King of the ages, and frankincense, as to the God of all; and myrrh they offered to the Immortal, as to one three days dead. Come, all ye nations, and let us worship Him, who was born to save our souls.”

This coming Tuesday is Christmas Day for Eastern Christians, both Catholic and Orthodox, who follow the Julian rather than the Gregorian calendar. It is a quieter, less commercialised feast in the East, partly because presents are given not at Christmas but on St Nicholas’ feast (19th Dec). Parents try to slip the presents under the pillows once the children have fallen asleep the night before. St Basil’s Day on 1st January is an alternative day for exchanging presents.

The following description follows the Ukrainian usage. The preparations for Christmas begin after the feast of St Philip on 27th November.  On 28th November the penitential season called Pilipivka begins and lasts forty days, that is, until 6th January. Weddings, dances and parties should not be held during this period, although strict fasting is no longer obligatory.

Christmas Eve, 6th January, is a day of fasting and abstinence from meat and dairy products. The fast continues until after Vespers, the Divine Liturgy of St Basil the Great, beginning at about 6 pm, or – if the family do not attend this church service - until the first star appears in the night sky. 

The dinner that follows is called the “Holy Supper” and traditionally consists of twelve courses either to represent the twelve Apostles, or because each of the twelve months of the year has its own dish. It is a “fasting feast,” a celebration without meat or dairy products. 

Strictly speaking, all ingredients should be from one’s own farm or allotment or garden, and neither borrowed nor bought. This makes them an expression of gratitude for God’s harvest and also affords a welcome to the spirits of one’s grandparents and ancestors who were fed by the same land. Mothers and chefs might like to ponder how to provide twelve dishes under these restrictions! 

The table is covered with a white tablecloth, symbol of Christ’s swaddling clothes. Some straw is placed beneath the tablecloth, and also under the dining table itself, as a symbol of the poverty of the stable where Christ was born. A tall white candle stands in the middle of the Table, a sign of Christ "the Light of the World."

The head of the household leads the opening prayers, beginning with the Our Father. The Orthodox custom is then to recite a prayer of thanksgiving for all the blessings of the past year and then prayers for good things in the coming year. The mother of the family may bless each person present with honey in the form of a cross on each forehead, saying: "In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, may you have sweetness and many good things in life and in the new year."

The family now greet one another with the traditional Christmas greeting: “Khristos rozhdaetsya” - Christ is born! Each responds: “Slavimo yoho!”: Let us praise Him!

In Russian and Greek tradition, a large round loaf of Lenten bread, "pagach," or Christopsomo, Christ-bread, is placed next to the candle. Everyone partakes of the bread, dipping it first in honey and then in grated garlic. Honey is symbolic of the sweetness of life, and garlic of the bitterness.

The Greeks have several large sweet loaves of various shapes, engraved with a cross or with symbols of the family's means of earning its livelihood: a plough for a farming family, fish for a seafaring family etc.  

The main meal now begins. The primary dish is a rich kutya, a porridge made of wheat or other grains, symbolic of hope and immortality, mixed with honey, sugar, and ground poppy seeds, which signify happiness, success, and untroubled rest. In Ukraine it is served in an earthenware mixing bowl, the makitra, sitting upon straw in the centre of the table. The first spoonful of kutya is eaten from this common bowl to symbolize unity.

Some families throw a spoonful of kutya up to the ceiling. According to tradition, if the kutya sticks, there will be a plentiful honey harvest. As well as a need to redecorate the ceiling!

For the other courses, the recipes vary from village to village and family to family, but here is a typical range from west Ukraine:

Three types of varenniki, which are ravioli filled with either cabbage or potatoes or hrechka (buckwheat).

Holubtsi –cabbage leaf rolls filled with buckwheat, often served with onions fried in oil.

Fish or herring in oil or tomato sauce.

Kapusnyak –a form of cabbage soup.

Beetroot and nut salads 

Bortsch (beetroot vegetable soup) containing pelmeni i.e. tortellini filled with mushrooms.

The traditional drink is uzvar – made from dried pears, apples and plums boiled in water.

Early the next morning the crowds flock to the churches for Christmas Day Mass, perhaps at 8 am, preceded in some parishes by sung Utrennya, Morning Prayer. Where the churches are too small for their congregations, crowds stand outside in the snow and ice to listen to the Liturgy broadcast from loudspeakers.

The Christmas lunch is similar to the night before, but with the addition of meats such as kolbasa (sausage), smoked ham, kholodets, (cold meat in bouillon jelly) etc., provided by the slaughter of one of the family pigs, along with a chicken or goose or duck.

The feast lasts for three days, until 9th January. Church attendance is customary, though not obligatory, on 8th January (Synaxis of the Mother of God) and 9th January (St Stephen). Neighbours and family members visit each other, going from house to house, eating, drinking and singing Christmas Carols during this period. The Sunday after Christmas is dedicated to St Joseph the Betrothed.

During communist times people sang carols only within the home, but since the demise of communism the older customs are being revived.

Another very popular tradition is the vertep: a cross between a nativity play and crib. Costumed as the Holy Family, angels, shepherds, Magi, avaricious

innkeepers or stable animals, youngsters go round from house to house, singing carols (kolyadi), or performing a short scene from the nativity story. More professional versions are popular on the city streets, where an entire play with carols is enacted.

Originally some kolyadki were pastoral carols to the baby Jesus. Others in Slavic tradition were a homage to the ancient solar goddess Kolyada, who was believed to bring the lengthening days of sunlight after the winter solstice. 

In Greece the village children go carol-singing from house to house on Christmas Eve and accompany their songs (kalanda) with small metal triangles and little clay drums, to be rewarded with gifts of sweets and dried fruits.

Apparently our word carol is ultimately derived from a Greek dance called a choraulein, which was accompanied by flute music (choros = dance, aulein = to play the flute). This round-dance later spread through Europe and became popular with the French, who replaced the flute music with singing. By the 1600's, carols involved singing only, and Christmas had become the main festival for these songs. 


Eastern tradition does not separate the visit of the Magi from the celebration of Christmas Day. So at Morning Prayer they sing:

“Calling the Magi by a star, heaven brought the first fruits of the Gentiles unto You, a Babe lying in the manger: and they were amazed to see neither sceptre nor throne but only utter poverty. For what is meaner than a cave, what is humbler than swaddling clothes? Yet therein shone forth the wealth of Your Divinity: glory to You, O Lord.”

