
Christmas Tree 
 
 A few days before Thanksgiving I noticed that a local grocery store had 
received their first shipment of Christmas trees. When I was growing up, we never 
put the tree up anywhere near as early as Thanksgiving. It was always well into 
December before my father and I would go out into the woods and find a red cedar.  
 

In order to please the rest of the family, this tree had to be 10-foot tall – the 
height of our ceilings – and full bodied all the way around. Bringing it into the 
house was always a highpoint each year. The odour of the cedar was the signal that 
Christmas was near. 

 
Christmas trees, however, have not always been a part of the American 

Christmas scene. According to Harnett Kane in The Southern Christmas Book, the 
first on record was in 1842 in Williamsburg, Va. Charles Frederic Ernest 
Minnegerode, a young German professor of Greek and Latin, persuaded Judge 
Nathaniel Beverly Tucker, professor of law at the College of William and Mary, to 
set up a tree in the Tucker home for the children.  

 
No doubt being a Lutheran, Minnegerode spoke to the family of Martin 

Luther who, at least according to legend, began the custom in Germany.  Walking 
home on a snowy Christmas Eve, Luther is supposed to have halted at the sight of 
stars shining through the branches of a fir. Reminded of the shinning night when 
Christ was born, he cut down a small fir tree, brought it inside and placed candles 
on it to represent the stars he had seen outdoors.  

 
Returning to our story in Virginia, after getting approval from Judge Tucker, 

Charles Minnegerode rode out to the to the nearest wood and returned with a tall 
fir. The challenge was how to decorate it since none of the traditional glass balls he 
remembered from Germany were available in Virginia. The dilemma was solved 
with the help of the Tucker children. Puffy white popcorn was strung into garlands; 
yellow and red paper was fashioned into globes; gilded nuts were hung to fill in 
spaces between branches. Finally, makeshift holders were devised for the candles, 
and a gold star was placed atop. 

 
Needless to say, the tree was a hit with old and young alike. On Christmas 

Eve, the young teacher led everyone in singing carols. The custom he introduced 
spread, not only to other households in Williamsburg, but throughout the South. 

 



Christmas trees are not the essence of Christmas – God becoming man in 
Jesus Christ is. Even so, such customs do enrich our lives and those around us. The 
scent of evergreens, the shimmering lights and the shinning ornaments have a way 
of transporting older folk back to the days of their youth, while creating future 
memories for the young.  

 
The trappings of Christmas – especially when they are kept simple, natural 

and un-commercial as possible – should therefore not be despised but seen in much 
the same way as the wrapping paper adorning the gifts under the tree. The paper is 
pretty, but it is not the gift. 

 
The sad thing, of course, is that for some folk the trappings is all that there 

is. They have let the excesses of our modern, materialistic age rob them of the real 
joy of the season. For them, Christmas ends not with the Gift that excels all gifts – 
the gift in the manger -- but with a dustbin overflowing with crumpled-up 
wrapping paper and a post box filled with bills. 

 
May it not be so for us. Let us gladly and enthusiastically rejoice in those 

customs that are true and pure and lovely and of good report, but, at the same time, 
let us remember that behind the twinkling lights and evergreen branches stands the 
Christ, the world’s true light, who not only came, but comes. And so pray: 

 
ALMIGHTY God, give us grace that we may cast away the works of 

darkness, and put upon us the armour of light, now in the time of this mortal life, in 
which thy Son Jesus Christ came to visit us in great humility; that in the last day, 
when he shall come again in his glorious majesty to judge both the quick and the 
dead, we may rise to the life immortal, through him who liveth and reigneth with 
thee and the Holy Ghost, now and ever. Amen. (Collect the First Sunday in Advent) 

 
The Rev. Victor H. Morgan is rector of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Blue 

Ridge.   


