
 

 

 

December Delights: Creating and Crushing Chrismakkuh 

Rabbi Denise Handlarski, SecularSynagogue.com 

 

A Guide for Intermarried/Intercultural Couples and Families 

 

The problem: this is supposed to be the most wonderful time of the year, but it can 

also be a stressful time. Not only are calendars overbooked and cheese-wheels 

overconsumed, but for people who come from different backgrounds there can be 

conflict around the holidays. 

 

The solution: well, there isn’t only one solution but there are many creative and 

wonderful ways that people are approaching the “December Dilemma”.  

 

Here’s what this guide is:  

 

This guide is for people looking for strategies and ideas. It is meant to guide you in 

having conversations with your partner/family and figuring out what will work for 

you this December. We’ll cover ways you can do the holidays, from mixing 

traditions (think Star of David tree topper), to ways you can do both (think each set 

of in-laws gets you on their special day), to ways you can articulate why you’re 

doing it (think, well, thinking about traditions and what they mean). We’ll cover the 



 

 

important stuff - I call them the 4 Ls: Light (decorating), Latkes and Lasagne (food), 

Laughter (joy), Learning (meaning). What if the decisions in December lead to a 

more fulfilling, more beautiful, more meaningful holiday for everyone? Sounds 

good, right? If so, this guide is for you.   

 

Here’s what this guide is not: The typical anti-intermarriage diatribe that you’ll hear 

from most rabbis. I know you’ve heard that a Jew with a Christmas tree/Chanukah 

bush has sinned on the level of, say, a mass-murderer. You know, scale and 

perspective. Or you’ve heard that your kids will be “confused” if you incorporate 

more than one culture in your home. Or you’ve heard some other boring and fear-

based argument about how your life, choices, family are somehow wrong. This is 

not that. The truth is that this isn’t really a “guide” at all; you’ll ultimately decide 

what’s right for you.  

 

As an intermarried rabbi who officiates tons of intermarriage ceremonies, one thing 

is perfectly clear to me: the narrative I grew up with in the Jewish community — 

that intermarriage will destroy Judaism — is very wrong. In my own life, and in the 

people I work with, it’s clear that our Judaism is enhanced and activated by living 

with people from other cultures. In some cases, we blend.  

In others, articulating what’s important to us about our Judaism helps us deepen our 

own attachment to it, and helps bring meaningful practice into our homes and 

families.  

 

So what does all this have to do with Creating Chrismakkuh? Well, here’s your 

chance to have those conversations, to decorate your home according to your values, 

to involve your families, including children if you’ve got them, in practices that are 

fun, meaningful, and bring light at the darkest time of year. This is a guide that will 

help you have the best December ever. Out with the “December Dilemma” and in 

with the “December Delight”.  

 

Note: while this guide is mainly for families that have Christmas and Chanukah 

celebrations, it can also be applied to those who celebrate Diwali, Kwanzaa, winter 

solstice, or are bridging other cultures and practices.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

LIGHT (DECORATIONS; FAMILY TRADITIONS; GIFTS) 

 

It’s no accident that we have so many cultural celebrations of light at this time of 

year. Diwali, Solstice, Chanukah, Christmas, Kwanzaa. We need light on these cold, 

dark days (if you are reading this somewhere that is not cold and dark, 

congratulations. And, know that I say this with love, be quiet about it. I live in 

Canada. But I bet you could use some light too so read on).  

 

Fun fact: December 25th was most decidedly, historically-speaking, not the birthday 

of Jesus. Fun fact: early rabbis hated the practice of celebrating Chanukah and tried 

to stop it. Guess what? The people decided. We need good times, good food, good 

light. We need them now. 

 

I’ve heard it all when it comes to how we bring light to our homes. There is, of 

course, the metaphorical light that comes with celebration. There’s lots of that in this 

guide. But first let’s address literal light. Here are some options: 

 

1) Putting Lights up on or around the home 

2) Lighting menorah candles/placing menorah in the window 

3) Having a Christmas tree (or Chanukah bush) and putting lights on that 

4) Having disco lights and a disco ball and hosting a dance party. Look, that one’s 

not traditional but let’s think outside the box a little 

 

Notice that most of the traditional options are two-directional: they bring light into 

the home to enliven and enlighten the people who live inside. They also are markers 

of identity: Christmas lights on the house signify to lots of people that this is a 

Christmas-celebrating-home. Menorahs in the window are a declaration that Jews 

live inside.  

 

In my experience, it’s not so much the inside stuff that causes problems, but the 

outside identity/announcing who you are stuff. I’m thinking this is related to the way 

most of us grew up being told that intermarriage was wrong. Might we have 

internalized some sense of guilt or embarrassment? Might we be nervous to publicly 

declare something? 

 

For me, I have a real thing about putting Christmas lights up. My partner insists that 

they don’t have to be “Christmas lights” but just lights. But I don’t buy it (if you buy 

it, that’s totally great. My way won’t/shouldn’t be your way!). To me, lights on the 

outside of the house is marking the house as Christian, and I feel weird about it.  

 



 

 

Some people do blue and white lights. It’s saying: “hey, ok, we’re doing the 

Christmas thing but also we doing the Jewish thing.” If that works, wonderful.  

 

Similarly with tree/bush lights, some people do blue and white, or all white, or any 

configuration basically that isn’t red and green. How did Christmas co-opt all things 

red and green forever? I don’t know... but it’s a fact. Red and Green signifies 

Christmas, Blue and White signifies something Jewish. We can create a rainbow of 

lights for our homes if we choose. That works for lots of us.  

 

Some people are not comfortable putting a menorah in the window for fear of 

antisemitism. And some people put the menorah in the window precisely to 

normalize that Jews are around in the neighbourhood. We all need to figure out what 

works for us in terms of this internal/external lights dynamic.  

 

In my own marriage, I’ve come a long way on the lights front. I used to be pretty 

hard-line about it. I wasn’t comfortable. But then I had to ask myself why I wasn’t 

comfortable and, to me, it was about wanting to mark myself and my home as a 

Jewish space. However, my marriage (sadly) isn’t all about me and sometimes I have 

to accommodate the needs and wishes of my partner. For him, lights are joyful.  

 

I’m open to lights on the house (preferably blue and white). We also have colourful 

lights up all year in our basement to de-Christmasify the meaning of them in our 

house. Chanukah is a festival of light so you’d think this would be less weird for me. 

But it’s an area in which I’m willing to compromise. For more on compromise and 

consideration, read on.  

 

In our house we also do the menorah lighting for all eight nights of Chanukah. This 

means that for eight nights we have light, which increases. We also make special 

dedications on each candle (we do a blessing but we also do a wish/intention for 

each candle). Along with the lighting we do singing, dancing, competitive dreidel-

playing, and more. The candles not only give light in themselves, but they foster a 

lightness of spirit.  

 

For many families, saying a secular blessing helps make the lighting inclusive. In 

my branch of Judaism we use ones like: Baruch ha’or Ba’Olam, Baruch ha’or 

Ba’adam, Baruch ha’or Ba’Chanukah. Blessed is the light of the world, blessed is 

the light of humanity, blessed is the light of Chanukah. It helps bring meaning to the 

lighting — for everyone in the family — if you believe/understand the words you’re 

saying. 

 



 

 

 

The Christmas Tree/Chanukah Bush is another area of contention for lots of 

couples/families. Some people are uncomfortable with it; it’s a true symbol of 

incorporating another tradition into the home, and for lots of us it was the symbol 

that made us feel “other.” I still feel like it’s weird that there are Christmas trees in 

public schools. On the other hand, I know many (many!) Jews who are ecstatic to 

finally have access to a beautiful, fresh-smelling, present-laden tree in their homes. 

I mean, it’s pretty great. The first time I had one was when I lived with a good friend 

of mine. One night we made popcorn strings for the tree while making a gingerbread 

house and watching the fine film Elf. Hard to beat.  

 

Cultural traditions are complicated. There is nothing explicitly about any of the tree-

related traditions that are contrary to anything in Judaism. There’s no prohibition on 

bringing living plants into the home or creating lovely popcorn strings for them. 

There’s nothing wrong with watching Elf (unless it’s Shabbat, but most of us watch 

movies on Shabbat anyway). It’s just that we grew up with the sense that it was 

somehow anti-Jewish to do Christmas; that we’d be a “bad Jew” if we participated. 

I have a real bee in my bonnet about the whole “bad Jew” narrative anyway. It isn’t 

about following rules and practices for their own sake. The rules and practices are 

designed to make you a good person. I’m not sure abstaining from Christmas makes 

you a better person.  

 

For families that are blending religious understandings of the holidays, I think this 

is more tricky. If you are celebrating the birth of Christ because you believe him to 

be the messiah, well, that is contrary to Jewish thinking. It’s still doable! People talk 

about Christ as a prophet. They talk about how there are different cosmological 

beliefs in the world and that, as a family, not everyone holds the same ones. In that 

way, families model coexistence and cooperation.  

 

For most people I work with, Christmas isn’t so much a religious but a cultural 

experience. Same with Judaism. And cultures blend all the time! How did we even 

get the practice of latkes? We stole it from the Eastern Europeans we lived near. 

Where did dreidel come from? We swiped that from the Germans. Judaism evolved 

based on the cultures around and with whom we lived. And now, for those of us 

living in North America, it makes sense that the cultural Christmas traditions find 

their way into our celebrations.  

 

The truth is, Chanukah is not a major Jewish holiday. It shouldn’t be a big deal. 

Guess why it is? Even from the outset, if you do Chanukah in a big way in your 

home, that’s the influence of Christmas. So, let’s embrace it.  



 

 

 

In my own life (are you nosey? I am. I love it when people share their personal s*it. 

If you don’t care, skip over these parts), I was also not super in favour of having a 

Christmas tree. I don’t really want to call it a Chanukah bush. We had a separate (but 

equal?) plan in which we’d do Chanukah at home and Christmas at my in-laws 

beautiful home. There our kids would decorate a tree and have Christmas dinner, 

and open presents Christmas morning. It was an awesome plan. Until my in-laws 

moved away.  

 

My colleague Rabbi Eva Goldfinger, who has officiated hundreds of intermarriages, 

likes to say that love is a necessary but insufficient condition for marriage. To be in 

a marriage means that sometimes we have to do things we wouldn’t on our own. We 

redraw our boundary lines because it is almost always better to be happy than right.  

 

There is an important Jewish value of Shalom Bayit - peace in the home. I take that 

value seriously. The holidays are meant to increase feelings of joy and togetherness 

in the family. There is no point letting strife get in the way.  

 

What I’m saying is that, for the Jewish value of Shalom Bayit, I had to start being 

ok with having a Christmas tree. 

 

We get a small one. Our kids help decorate it (their turn for popcorn strings). We 

aren’t big presents-people but we put a few things under there. It’s nice.  

 

Here’s the thing: my kids are still Jewish, our home is still filled with latkes, light, 

Chanukah delights. Sometimes “both/and” is more powerful than “either/or”. 

 

I used to think that it would be confusing for my kids to “do both.” Or that Christmas 

would always “win” over Judaism (as if there’s a cultural affiliation Olympics) 

because presents and Santa and trees are pretty fun. Here’s what I know so strongly 

now: in a family, nobody wins unless everybody wins. 

 

My Judaism compels me to act with chesed, loving-kindness, and to create a peaceful 

home. Those values are so much more important than the fact of a Christmas 

tree/Chanukah bush. 

 

Also, these practices all need to have a meaning behind them. The truth is that 

Christmas does “win” if the Judaism we practice sucks. If you do a half-assed 

Chanukah with a smidge of candlelighting and soggy latkes then, yes, Christmas will 

“win” as the holiday of preference for your kids. But if your Chanukah is joyous, if 



 

 

your Judaism is active, engaged, alive, beautiful, enriching and, importantly, a little 

more often than just Chanukah, then Judaism will absolutely be a meaningful 

identity and force for good in the lives of your family members.  

 

Honestly, I imagine it’s a little sad for people who want Christmas to be about the 

values of joy, togetherness, beauty, goodness, to see that it all becomes about the 

stuff. It’s the most commercialized holiday there is. If the way we do Jewish can’t 

compete with the Christmas sold to us in box-stores, then we aren’t doing a good job 

doing Jewish. 

 

So, focus on the values. Come back to the value of light. Why do the Christmas tree? 

Why do the menorah lighting? Figure out what it means to/for you and your partner. 

Start there.  

 

Here are some tools: 

 

Exercise 1:  

 

Write down what traditions you really value about your holiday this type of year. 

After writing them all out, give each of them a rating of importance from 1-10. 

Maybe having a tree is a 10 but giving presents is a 5. Maybe having menorah-

lighting is a  9 but eating sufganiyot (filled donuts that Sephardic Jews traditionally 

eat) is a 5. Maybe watching Elf is an 8. Maybe playing dreidel is a 3. Whatever your 

things are, write them down and assign a numeric value. 

 

Switch lists with your partner. Look at it and see what they care about. Be honest 

with yourself about whether there is anything they’ve ranked as very important (say 

a 7 or higher) that you object to. Write down any that you feel you actually can’t live 

with. 

 

Discuss. Sometimes someone has to compromise. Sometimes you can trade: we’ll 

do lights on the house if we can give Chanukah presents only. Sometimes you’ll find 

that you’re ok with everything that matters to your partner. Sometimes you’re ok to 

do things at the in-laws home or a community context. Sometimes, if you’re honest, 

you’re excited to incorporate this tradition you didn’t have growing up. See how it 

goes.  

 

When there are sticking points, truly listen to your partner and what they want. 

Remember, marriage sometimes means doing something you wouldn’t have 



 

 

expected. Try to map out the lights/decorations/presents stuff in a way that works 

for everyone.  

 

Come back to the values. For each tradition, articulate why it matters. This will make 

it so much more meaningful for you and help your partner get why it’s a big deal. 

Working from the values, you can come out with a plan. For example: 

 

If we value increasing light, we’ll do menorah and home lights.  

 

If we value the nostalgia and warm-feelings of family traditions, we’ll do some of 

mine, some of yours, and create new ones for our own family. 

 

If we value peace and justice, we’ll spend time talking about those things at our 

celebrations and try to find community programs to help out at (maybe a holiday 

dinner for the homeless; maybe a toy drive for kids in foster care). 

 

If we value giving, we’ll do presents for both holidays. What kind? How many?  

 

Working from the values really will help make this the best December ever. Not only 

will you do all the things, but you’ll know why you are doing them (and so will your 

kids, if applicable). You also might let go of some things you used to do if you find 

they’re no longer meaningful.  

 

I used to give/get a lot of Chanukah gifts. I’ve decided I don’t want the focus to be 

the stuff. Now I’d rather we give to tzedakah (charity) than we give elaborate gifts 

to each other. And while we’re on the subject of gifts, examine some of the narratives 

around this time of year and if they are in line with your values. It makes me bananas 

when people use gifts to try to control the behaviour of their children... saying stuff 

like “good kids get presents from Santa.” Not only does this leave non-Christmas-

celebrating folks with some ‘splaining to do, but it also sends weird messages about 

the point of presents.  

 

Enter the “elf on the shelf,” the spy we put on mantles for surveillance and control. 

Jews responded with our own Jewish super spy to try to manage our sugar-high 

children: the mensch on a bench. Honestly, it’s cute. But it’s still contrary to my 

values. How about yours?  

 

The holidays are a reflection and expression of values. Start there.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

LATKES AND LASAGNE 

 

One of the best things about being in an intercultural family is the exposure to new 

yummy foods. My partner claims the best thing about being married to me is that he 

got introduced to bagel/lox brunches (I’m sure it’s not the best thing about being 

married to me but it’s pretty good). Food tells a pretty interesting story about culture 



 

 

and how it evolves. Everything we think of as “Chanukah food” really came from 

somewhere else. Different people have different types of foods at their holidays - 

what does lasagne have to do with it? Read on... 

 

The history of Chanukah is pretty interesting. The “heroes,” the Maccabees, were 

religious zealots. Yes, they defended their religion. But they were opposed to the 

Hellenization that would bring new literatures, history, sport, things that most of us 

would actually want were we living at the time. It’s such an irony that the Jewish 

Olympics is known as the Maccabee games! The Maccabees would have been so 

opposed to the whole idea. Anyway, Chanukah is a historical holiday about an 

unlikely military victory. Early rabbis didn’t love that people celebrated it as it didn’t 

support the worldview they were promoting; they wanted people to celebrate biblical 

holidays, not historical/contemporary ones. Slowly, as the holiday evolved, new 

meanings were added. The story of the “miracle of the oil” gets added because it is 

more in line with Jewish theology... now the story is about a God-given miracle 

instead of a human-driven one. Sorry if I just ruined Chanukah for you a little (“you 

mean the Maccabees are weird heroes? You mean there was no actual miracle of 

oil?”). Sorry. To keep things equal I’ll also suggest that there’s no real Santa Claus 

coming through your chimney. But! Upshot! All of this history is why we get to eat 

fried stuff at Chanukah! To remember the miracle of the oil we eat delicious fried 

things. 

 

This is like the lights. The real reason why it’s good to eat fried things at this time 

of year is that it’s cold outside and we are craving comfort food like whoa. There’s 

nothing better than a snowy day outside, picture twilight, and the smell of latkes 

filling the home, a menorah about to be lit. So cozy.  

 

There are other fried things you could eat. Sufganiyot, those Sephardic donuts I 

mentioned, are very delicious. And you can get creative! Some people fry up 

different sorts of foods to incorporate other cultures in their homes. People are doing 

creative latkes with sweet potatoes, chipotle peppers, zucchini, you name it! I’m a 

purist about my latkes though... lots of potato, egg, onion, salt, and oil. Served with 

plenty of apple sauce and sour cream. It’s once a year, people. Eat the oil.  

 

Traditional Christmas dinners are beautiful affairs, often including ham, mashed 

potatoes, vegetables, and turkey. Sure, the ham isn’t kosher, but many of us aren’t 

kosher the rest of the year anyway. And, if you are, it’d be a fun challenge to see if 

you could make a completely kosher Christmas dinner. Shouldn’t be too hard if you 

do turkey instead of ham and you make the mashed potatoes pareve (neither milk 

nor meat).  



 

 

 

Part of being in a family where traditions are being blended or shared is that the 

traditions of your partner become important to you. One year, when my daughter 

was just a few months old, all of us got quite sick on Christmas. We didn’t want to 

bring our germs to Christmas dinner so we skipped it. But I was so sad for my partner 

missing out on his feast that I found a fancy diner doing take-out turkey with the 

fixings and I got it for him. Another year when my in-laws moved far away, we 

didn’t have anywhere to go for Christmas. So I organized for us to go to a friend’s 

place (also an intermarried family doing some blending). My friend said: “this is 

perfect because we are honouring Christmas traditions and also the Jewish value of 

‘let all who are hungry come and eat’.” Love it. What I’m saying is, this rabbi will 

make sure Christmas dinner happens. You love your partner, get to love some of 

what matters to them.  

 

I mentioned lasagne. We do Christmas dinner most often at my partner’s aunt and 

uncle’s place. They know I’m a vegetarian and so they want a non-turkey option for 

me. A few years ago, Auntie Sam started buying me a lasagne. I explained that with 

the other food on the table, I don’t need anything extra. But she insists. So now I 

associate Christmas with lasagne. Love you, Auntie Sam! What’s the point of this? 

Well, a tradition is something that you start, find meaningful, and do regularly. It 

doesn’t matter that it’s a lasagne, which is traditional for neither Christmas nor 

Chanukah. The Christmas lasagne is a sign of me being cared for and included in the 

celebration. It’s a beautiful and meaningful tradition for us! Make up a tradition of 

your own for your holidays.  

 

If you are reading this, you likely know of the great Jewish tradition of Chinese food 

and a movie on Christmas. I’d say this is as serious for some Jews as celebrating 

Chanukah. See if you can work it in... if not on Christmas specifically, on Boxing 

Day or something else. It’s a nice blend of traditions that everyone can enjoy (if you 

don’t enjoy Chinese food then find something that works. But, I mean, everyone 

likes Chinese food, no?). 

 

In my home, we do Chanukah with latkes, sufganiyot, and gelt (the chocolate coins 

you use when playing dreidel). At Christmas we do Christmas dinner featuring 

lasagne. And on Christmas Eve we do “Jewish Christmas” Chinese food and a 

movie. There is lots of family involved in all celebrations, which is, of course, the 

most important thing about them. There are all kinds of ways to blend traditions and 

make them your own. 

 



 

 

One thing my parents didn’t anticipate about their kid (me) intermarrying is that 

they’d always get me on Jewish holidays. It’s nice that we never have to decide 

whose house we’re going to for Christmas or Chanukah (or any other holiday). 

Everyone gets to do their own childhood traditions with their own family of origin. 

It’s a real plus.  

 

So, food. The sharing of it helps bind families together. The sharing of the cultural 

traditions around food do the same.  

 

 

Exercise two: 

 

Do a Chrismakkuh dinner. This might be on one of the holidays and how you 

celebrate it, or you can choose a night that’s around the holidays but neither 

Christmas nor Chanukah specifically. Make all the traditional foods from all the 

holidays your family celebrates. Throw in some family favourites and extra treats. 

This can be your special family dinner that celebrates both sides and the abundance 

that can come with blending families and traditions.  

 

  



 

 

LAUGHTER (JOY, CELEBRATION) 

 

What’s the point of the holidays, anyway? Sometimes we get so caught up in the 

million parties and get-togethers and the shopping and prep that we forget what it’s 

all for. It doesn’t really matter to me how you do December, what traditions you 

incorporate and how. My one wish for you is that, at some point this holiday seasons, 

you laugh the kind of laugh that comes from your belly and shakes your whole body. 

I hope that you laugh until tears stream down your face and eggnog comes through 

your nose. The goal of all the prep and planning is that there will be moments when 

you are together.  

 

Here’s an example of something that happened one holiday to make me laugh like 

that. My mother-in-law saved certain Christmas crafts made by her kids through the 

years. Now there is no way for me to accurately describe this one particular craft 

made by my husband, but I’ll try. It’s a person made from a corrugated paper cone 

and a styrofoam ball head. There’s a mouth drawn on in a perfect circle. He’s holding 

a little book made from paper. I asked about it one year, gently mocking my 

husband’s crafting abilities (I too lack craft skills). I said something like “um, your 

weird Christmas person has a very o-shaped mouth.” He replied “that’s my choir 

boy, he’s singing. Didn’t you see the book?” I looked at the book and it said, so 

innocently and proudly, “sang’s”. It’s a choir boy with a song book. Sang’s. I can’t. 

That mouth. I need a photo of this thing. Anyway, the look of that sad little choir 

boy craft and my husband’s defense of it caused my sister-in-law to double over in 

hysterics. She joined in the mockery hard, the way only a sibling can. And then that 

big belly laugh hit me. Tears. Look, I get that this story isn’t funny to you. It isn’t 

even that funny to me, in retrospect. The point is, hanging out with family and 

creating our traditions is really all in the service of creating joy. That’s it. If you 

achieve laughter and joy this season, you’ve done it right.  

 

You know what facilitates joy for lots of people? Booze. One of the things I 

appreciate about Christmas is All. The. Booze. When I was twenty I spent Christmas 

in Thailand with some friends. I was the only Jewish person. I woke up in the 

morning, the hot Thai sun already beaming into the room. We had made the saddest 

little Christmas tree out of some branches (no evergreens there!). And the first thing 

I heard was “baileys with coffee or mimosa or both?”. What? That’s what goes on 

at Christmas? No wonder Santa is so jolly! (By the way, the right answer to that offer 

is “both”).  

 

The stereotype is that Jewish holidays revolve around food and Christian ones 

around booze. Doing both means getting both. I know they say less is more but I say 



 

 

at the holidays more is more. Have both. Have it all. Make some mulled wine out of 

Manischewitz (ok, too far. Don’t do that at all).  

 

If booze isn’t your thing, of course that’s just fine. What I’m saying is, create a 

situation for your family that facilitates joy, laughter, togetherness, fun. That’s what 

it’s all about. 

 

In my family when we do Chanukah lightings, we always dance the Horah. This 

isn’t a tradition I grew up with. It started because we were singing “Chanukah oh 

Chanukah” and there’s the line “we’ll all dance the horah.” My daughter asked about 

an hour later “when is the horah starting?” And so, just like that, a new tradition was 

born.  

 

We jump and dance around the kitchen eight nights in a row. It’s silly and fun. It 

also marks this holiday as a very special time of joy. Again, that’s what it’s all about. 

 

Exercise three:  

 

This is good to do especially if there’s any tension around choices for the holidays 

or the usual family drama that tends to erupt when there’s pressure for things to be 

extra nice and you’re spending tons of time together.  

 

Make a list of some of your favourite moments during the holidays since you’ve 

been together as a couple or family. Get detailed about it. Write down things you 

loved, great conversations, that awesome moment that your uncle revealed 

something about his salacious past, whatever it is. Just spend a little time 

remembering beautiful, hilarious, great times. Add to the list each year so you 

remind yourself that this whole business is about making memories.   

 



 

 

LEARNING (MAKING MEANING) 

 

Not to end this guide on a downer, but it’s cool to learn about the holidays you’re 

celebrating. If you have kids, it’ll really help deepen their experience and their 

identity/identities you’re trying to instil. I mentioned earlier that the history of 

Chanukah is not what most of us learned as kids. If you haven’t spent much time 

thinking about what the Greeks were after, who the Maccabees were, and what is 

with the miracle of oil thing, it might be worth looking into! And if you celebrate 

Christmas, it’s equally fascinating to consider the story of Jesus’ conception and 

birth and what to make of all that.  

 

I’m pretty interested in religion (I guess most rabbis can say that). One Christmas 

Eve we were at a big party with many of my partner’s childhood friends. There was 

food, drink, joy, all of it. One person announced she had to leave because she had 

promised her mother she’d go to Midnight Mass. I cheerfully declared that we were 

going too. My partner wasn’t so into it (he’s not really the church-going type), but I 

was so curious. So the Jew led the gentile to church that Christmas Eve.  

 

I think it’s worthwhile visiting all kinds of houses of worship even if, like me, 

worship isn’t really the way you connect to your culture/identity. It’s fascinating to 

read the prayer books, to hear the songs/hymns, and to hear the religious leaders 

speak.  

 

That particular Priest that night gave quite a guilt-inducing speech about how the 

holidays were filled with excess even when there are so many who are needy. I’m 

all for the value of giving back and tzedakah (charity and justice - I think it’s our job 

to increase justice in the world). I mentioned I think participating in church dinners 

or gift wrapping for charity is a great tradition. But I also think sometimes 

celebration should be free from guilt.  

 

I secretly loved this sermon because it’s such a stereotype that Jewish holidays are 

downers and Christian ones are full of joy. Think about it. In April the Jews celebrate 

our freedom from slavery (joyful) with a four hour dinner and retelling of our 

suffering, complete with bitter herbs. Christians celebrate the death of their saviour 

(sad) with bunnies and chocolate egg hunts. They know how to party and we know 

how to make things serious. But it turns out that Priests also know how to take the 

most joyous night of the Christian year and turn it sad. Religion, you gotta love it.  

 

Church services can also be gorgeous and wonderful. I went to my best friend’s 

church when I was a teenager. She invited me and told me, “I’m so excited to be 



 

 

merry” but what she was actually saying “I’m so excited to be Mary.” She played 

Mary in this silly, joyful, pageant with her Sunday school kids. Then the choir sang 

and beautiful bells were rung. It felt special and wonderful.  

 

So, choose learning and also laughter. Are there ways to bring in storytelling, bible 

study (if that’s your thing), reading up on the history of the holidays, dinner table 

discussions of the themes and meanings, all of that, into your joyful and fun 

celebration? I think there’s room to be both serious and silly. It’s an expansive time 

of year.  

 

Exercise four:  

 

Each year, plan one new piece of learning. It might be a trip to a service, or a family 

party at a community centre. It might be a new book or youtube video on the holiday 

(vet sources... there’s a lot of garbage out there). It might be a new children’s book 

or folktale. Each year experience something new about the holidays by learning 

about them. And share your learning with others!  

 

  



 

 

RESOURCES 

 

The purpose of this guide is to get you geared-up for a great holiday. And what 

better to gear up then to get some gear? Below you’ll find links to holiday items 

that make it easy to blend holidays or DIY it to make some cool traditions. I’m also 

listing some fun videos/resources that I particularly like for this time of year. A 

note on the stuff. One year Skymall, the airline shopping magazine, put a Star of 

David Christmas tree topper in their catalogue. Some Jews lost their minds. 

There’s still a real fear of “dilution,” particularly for Jews who feel threatened 

because we aren’t the dominant culture in North America. Don’t operate from a 

narrative of dilution. Operate from a narrative of delight. This guide is meant to 

show how the holidays can actually increase in meaning and value when done 

right. So get the gear, but, more importantly, create a holiday and home filled with 

joy, beauty, wonder, and the happiest holidays! 

 

 

Gear for blending: 

 

This Etsy sight does great decorations and other stuff for blending up your 

Chrismukkah: 

https://etsy.me/1JKrsWY 

 

Amazon is worth a look. 

 

This one is a Chrismukkah book: 

https://www.amazon.com/Chrismukkah-Everything-Celebrate-Hybrid-

Holiday/dp/1584797703 

 

This one is a sweet shirt: 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Merry-Chrismukkah-Christmas-Hanukkah-T-

Shirt/dp/B01N649P7A 

 

Card, clothing and more: 

 

Zazzle has hilarious leggings, cards, and more! 

 

https://www.zazzle.ca/chrismukkah+cards 

 

 

https://etsy.me/1JKrsWY
https://www.amazon.com/Chrismukkah-Everything-Celebrate-Hybrid-Holiday/dp/1584797703
https://www.amazon.com/Chrismukkah-Everything-Celebrate-Hybrid-Holiday/dp/1584797703


 

 

Fun cultural resources: 

 

Of all the Christmas movies to watch (and I love several), The Night Before is 

likely the best for Chrismukkah. Check out Seth Rogen’s shirt (he’s in a church):  

 

 

Maccabeats’ latke recipe (this one is just Chanukah themed but is good fun for 

everyone): 

 

https://youtu.be/fg51la8Yayc 

 

 

This episode of Yidlife Crisis is all about Jewish Christmas: 

 

https://youtu.be/iPSLWauwwZM 

 

Gangsta Chanukah: 

 

The whole series “Bubala please” is amazing but this one is right on theme: 

 

https://youtu.be/JUzo3uQ00OM 

 

https://youtu.be/iPSLWauwwZM


 

 

Jews love Christmas songs and movies! We are in/wrote/produced lots of them! 

Check out Harry Belafonte and others. Ask yourself what Rudolph and his nose 

might have to do with the Jewish experience. And watch your roster of awesome 

Christmas movies (I like The Holiday, Love Actually, Bridget Jones’ Diary, the 

original Grinch Who Stole Christmas) 

 

Tzedakah/giving opportunities: 

 

A great thing to do to blend is to give back. Here are some ideas: 

Mall gift-wrapping for charity (many malls do this) 

Church holiday dinners 

Mazon/Hazon food drives (or local food bank/shelter initiatives) 

Gift card drives 

Hospital visits/parties 

Random acts of giving — during this season of giving, I sometimes keep gift cards 

or other little gifts and give them out to anyone. The barista, the person looking down 

(literally and figuratively) on the subway, the person I pass on the street. When you 

give you get 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Happy Holidays! 

 

At a time when even the term “happy holidays” is politicized (“war on Christmas” 

and all), I want you to really focus on having happy holidays. Take the drama out of 

it. Tell any in-laws being difficult to have another eggnog and chill. Figure out what 

you need to have the best holiday ever and just do that.  

 

Wishing you a holiday filled with the 4 Ls — Lights, Latkes/Lasagne, Laughter, 

Learning. If you can bring them all in, you’ll have a happy holiday indeed! 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

If you’d like to know more about me and my awesome community full of 

intermarried folks (Jews and their partners), who spend our time sharing cool 

Chrismakkuh etsy links, fun videos, Torah study via intersectional feminist 

perspectives, and much more, check out SecularSynagogue.com.  

 

We’d love to be part of your happy holiday and meaningful, joyous, beautiful year! 

 

 

 

 

 
  

http://secularsynagogue.com/

