
The 12 Days of Christmas 
 

 
 

Contrary to popular opinion, the 12 days of Christmas are not a countdown to 
Christmas, but begin on Christmas and countdown to January 6, the 
traditional date of the Epiphany (which many Eastern Catholics and Orthodox 
celebrate as the major feast day over Christmas).  The song comes from 
England, and may have been used as a way for Catholics who were persecuted 
following the Protestant Reformation to teach the Catechism.  As such, each 
“gift” stands for a teaching of the Church.  This may or may not be historically 
accurate, but it is still interesting to think about. 
 
On the first day of Christmas, 
My true love gave to me 
A partridge in a pear tree. 
The One is Jesus, the true love born on Christmas.  The partridge is willing to 
sacrifice itself by feigning injury to protect its young from predators.  The pear 
tree also symbolizes the saving tree of the Cross, as opposed to the apple tree 
and the fall. 
 
 



Two turtle doves. 
There are two natures in Christ, Divine and Human. Or, two Testaments, Old 
and New.  Poor Jewish couples offered two turtle doves as sacrifice for the 
presentation of their first born, as Mary and Joseph did (Luke 2:22-24). 
 
Three French Hens 
There are three Persons in God, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Or, three 
theological virtues, Faith, Hope, and Charity. 
 
Four calling birds 
There are four Gospels: Matthew, Mark Luke, and John. 
 
Five golden rings 
There are five books of Moses, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
Deuteronomy. These are called the Pentateuch (five books). 
 
Six geese a-laying 
There are six days of Creation 
 
Seven swans a-swimming 
There are seven Sacraments. Or, seven gifts of the Holy Ghost: wisdom, 
understanding, counsel, knowledge, fortitude, piety, and fear of the Lord. 
 
Eight maids a-milking 
There are Eight Beatitudes 
 
Nine ladies dancing 
There are nine choir of angels.  
 
Ten lords a-leaping 
There are Ten Commandments 
 
Eleven pipers piping 
There were eleven faithful Apostles who preached the Gospel. 
 
Twelve drummers drumming 
There are twelve fruits of the Holy Ghost, and twelve articles in the Apostles 
Creed. 
 


