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Holy Observances With No Fixed Date

Kwaikiutl Midwinter Festival        
 The Kwakiutl are one of the Indian tribes that inhabit the coastal region stretching from northern 
California to southeastern Alaska. They believe that long ago, before their people even existed, the world was 
ruled by animals-including bears, wolves, seals, ravens, bees, owls, and killer whale-with fantastic powers. 
These supernatural beings gave some of their power to humans, who were the ancestors of today’s Kwakiutl. 
 During their winter ceremonial season, the Kwakiutl acknowledge and reaffirm their connection with 
the supernatural world by performing dramatic dances or tseka . The performers dress in strips of cedar bark 
and wear ornately carved masks that are designed to evoke the spirits of their supernatural forebears. The 
dances themselves illustrate characters and incidents from Kwakiutl mythology. The midwinter ceremonies 
also include feasting. Favorite foods served during the ceremonies include salmon , salal berries, cranberries, 
huckleberries, blackberries, crabapples, and soapberries that have been whipped up into a froth. Many of the 
elaborately carved dishes in which ceremonial foods were once served can now be seen in museum 
collections.  You can read more about the rituals and symbols here:  https://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.
com/Kwakiutl+Midwinter+Ceremonies.

Photo: midwinter dancers 
wearing the masks of Raven 
and Huk-Huk
from: meetmythamerica.com

Holy Observances With Fixed Date

February 2    Candelmas      Christian      Candlemas is a Christian holiday celebrated annually on February 2. 
It celebrates three occasions according to Christian belief: the presentation of the child Jesus; Jesus’ first entry 
into the temple; and it celebrates the Virgin Mary’s purification (mainly in Catholic churches).
 Many Christians consider Jesus as the “light of the world” so it is fitting that candles are blessed on this 
day and that a candle-lit procession precedes the mass. It is traditional to eat crepes on Candlemas in some 
parts of Europe, such as France. Each family member prepares and cooks a crepe while holding a coin in 
hand. This is believed to assure wealth and happiness until the next Candlemas celebration.
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Candlemas is also known as Candelaria in Spanish speaking countries. Whoever finds baby figures hidden inside 
the Rosca de Reyes (Kings Cake) on Epiphany on January 6 is obliged to bring food to a gathering held on 
February 2. Many Orthodox Christians celebrate this event by bringing beeswax candles to their local church and 
requesting for these candles to be blessed to be used in the church or at home. Some Christians observe the 
practice of leaving Christmas decorations up until Candlemas.
 Candlemas primarily focuses on Jesus’ early life. Many Christians believe that Jesus’ mother Mary 
presented him to God at the Temple in Jerusalem after observing the traditional 40-day period of purification (of 
mothers) following his birth. According to a New Testament gospel, a Jewish man named Simeon held the baby 
in his arms and said that he would be a light for the Gentiles (Luke 2:32). It is for this reason that this event is called 
Candlemas.
 Many people believe that some of Candlemas’ activities stem from pagan observances such as Imbolc, a 
Gaelic festival, or the Roman feast of Lupercalia. However, others have argued that there is too little evidence to 
shed light on Candlemas’ substitution for these festivals. Either way, Candlemas occurs at a period between the 
December solstice and the March equinox, so many people traditionally marked that time of the year as winter’s 
“halfway point” while waiting for the spring.
 According to some sources, Christians began Candlemas in Jerusalem as early as the fourth century and 
the lighting of candles began in the fifth century. Other sources say that Candlemas was observed by blessing 
candles since the 11th century. An early writing dating back to around 380 CE mentioned that a feast of the 
Presentation occurred in a church in Jerusalem. It was observed on February 14. The feast was observed on 
February 2 in regions where Christ’s birth was celebrated on December 25.
 Candlemas is known as the “Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple” in many eastern churches. 
Other traditional names in the western churches include the “Feast for the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary” 
as well as the “Meeting of the Lord”. It is also Groundhog Day in the United States and Canada on February 2. 
According to folklore, the badger comes out to test the weather in the United Kingdom.
 Snowdrops (galanthas nivalis) are known as Candlemas Bells because they often bloom early in the year, 
even before Candlemas. Some varieties bloom all winter (in the northern hemisphere). The superstitious used to 
believe that these flowers should not be brought into the house prior to Candlemas.  However, it is also believed in 
more recent times that these flowers purify a home.
 According to folklore, an angel helped these Candlemas bells to bloom and pointed them as a sign of hope 
to Eve, who wept in repentance and in despair over the cold and death that entered the world. Many Christians 
see the flower as a symbol of Jesus Christ being this hope for the world. Candles that are lit during Candlemas also 
symbolize Jesus as the “light of the world”.

February 2      Imbolc      Wicca/Pagan      Imbolc was a celebration of the end of winter, and the impending light 
half of the year. The hardest part of the year was over; adverse weather, cold temperatures, food rationing, and 
of course, no warfare (an integral part of Celtic society) would soon be a thing of the past. Farmers were getting 
ready to go back to work, preparing animals for breeding, warriors were 
picking up their weapons again, and the political and social aspects of life 
that had been put on hold for winter were also beginning again.
 The name Imbolc originates from ‘i mbolg’, which translates as ‘in 
the belly’. This refers to livestock breeding season, particularly the 
pregnancy of ewes, which was one of the focal points of the celebration. 
Because the festival was so associated with this, its timing often varied – it 
could be anywhere from mid-January to mid- February depending on 
the weather and the animals’ behaviour. It also appeared to have a more 
spiritual significance for the Celts too, as it’s no coincidence that more than 
a few megalithic monuments around Ireland are perfectly aligned with the 
rising sun around the dates of Imbolc and Samhain.
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Imbolc was celebrated all across Ireland, Scotland, and the Isle of Man, with each region having slightly different 
variations in name and customs. Wales also had a remarkably similar version of the festival known as Gwyl Fair y 
Canhwyllau. After the onset of Christianity in Ireland, the festival was tied in with a celebration of Saint Bridget, and 
transformed from a pagan one into a Christian one. Christians used Brigid as the focal point of their celebrations 
to smooth the transition, as Imbolc had previously been associated with a goddess of a very similar name, Brighid. 
Essentially, Bridget and Brighid were the same woman! As with all Celtic festivals, Imbolc involved a host of unique 
customs and rituals to welcome the spring, say farewell to the winter, ward against evil and promote health and 
wellbeing.
 Imbolc was similar to Samhain and Bealtaine in that fire played an integral part of the celebrations, although 
not on the same scale. While at Samhain bonfires were lit to ward off evil spirits and at Bealtaine they served to offer 
protection and growth, at Imbolc they were symbolic of the sun’s return. Rather than a huge central bonfire at the 
centre of the festivities, Imbolc was more about the home and each home’s hearth. Every home in the community 
would have their own fire burning right through the night, and during medieval times when homes consisted of 
actual wood and stone buildings rather than the wattle and daub huts of the Celts, all of the fires in the house were 
lit for the night. If for some reason that was not possible, it was sufficient to have candles lit in every room instead.
 Visiting wells was another important custom for Imbolc, particularly holy wells. Visitors would walk around 
the well in the same direction as the sun traversed the sky at that point on the land, praying for health and wealth 
for the year. Offerings were left at the well once this was done; usually coins or ‘clooties’ (pieces of cloth). Special 
foods were also part of the festivities, usually consisiting of bannock – a flat bread cut into wedges – as well as dairy 
products and meat.
 The early Celtic version of Imbolc was not all that different from the festival in early medieval times, when 
Christianity was taking hold in Ireland. One of the goddesses the Celts worshipped at this festival was Bhrigid. She is 
associated with many things, most significantly poetry and fertility, but such activities as healing, smithing, arts and 
crafts, tending to livestock and serpents also make the cut. 
 Saint Bridget, on the other hand, was not a mythical goddess but a real woman, born in Dundalk, county 
Louth, around the 5th century AD. During her lifetime she became a nun, founded numerous monasteries and 
performed her fair share of miracles, becoming one of the foremost advocates of Christianity in Ireland. After 
her death, she was made one of Ireland’s patron saints (and the only female patron saint), along with Patrick and 
Columba.
 For the Celts, Bhrigid represented the all important light half of the year, so her presence was much revered 
during the festival. On Imbolc eve, it was claimed that she would visit the most virtuous homes and bless everyone 
who slept in them, so people would leave pieces of clothing, food, or other tokens outside the entrance for her to 
bless, or to entice her into the home, 
 Ashes from the fire that was left to burn all night long would be smoothed out and left to see if a mark from 
Bridget appeared, ro confirm that she had visited the house. Sometimes a makeshift bed would even be made up 
next to the fire, in case the saint wanted to rest a while. 

 The most well known tradition however, and one that is still practiced today, 
is making a Saint Bridget’s cross and hanging it in the home. These crosses were a 
unique symbol of the transition from Paganism to Christianity. The cross is 
distinctive, with a square in the middle and each point of the cross placed at a corner 
of the square. Somewhere between then and now, placing a cross in your kitchen 
came to mean that your house would be protected from fire,
 Unlike Samhain, which transformed into the much loved night of Halloween, 
Imbolc is one Celtic festival that hasn’t quite survived through history. Although 
Christians still celebrate St. Bridget’s Day in Ireland and children still learn how to 
make crosses at the start of February, little else remains of the ancient Celtic spring 
festival. However, Saint Bridget’s cross, made from rushes and hung around the home 
just as the Celts would have done, is as good a reminder as any to the festival’s an-

cient and mythological origins.
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February 3      Setsubun      Shito      Setsubun (“seasonal division”) is a festival held on February 3 or 4, one day 
before the start of spring according to the Japanese lunar calendar. Setsubun is not a national holiday.
 For many centuries, the people of Japan have been performing rituals with the purpose of chasing away evil 
spirits at the start of spring. Around the 13th century, for example, it became a custom to drive away evil spirits by 
the strong smell of burning dried sardine heads, the smoke of burning wood and the noise of drums. While this 
custom is not popular anymore, a few people still decorate their house entrances with fish heads and holy tree 
leaves in order to deter evil spirits from entering.
 In modern days, the most commonly performed setsubun ritual is the throwing 
of roasted beans around one’s house and at temples and shrines across the country. 
When throwing the beans, you are supposed to shout “Oni wa soto! Fuku wa uchi!” 
(“Devils out, happiness in”). Afterwards you should pick up and eat the number of beans, 
which corresponds to your age.
 As all traditional festivals, setsubun is celebrated in many variations throughout 
the country.

February 3      Four Chaplains Sunday      InterFaith      The Four Chaplains, also referred to as the “Immortal 
Chaplains” or the “Dorchester Chaplains,” were four United States Army chaplains who gave their lives to save other 
civilian and military personnel as the troop ship U.S. Army Transport (USAT) Dorchester sank on Feb. 3, 1943, during 
World War II. They helped other soldiers board lifeboats and gave up their own life jackets when the supply ran out. 

The chaplains joined arms, said prayers, and sang hymns as they went down 
with the ship.
 This event was the catalyst for Americans to embrace interfaith 
understanding. Until the Dorchester, there was no mention in print of 
Catholics, Protestants and Jews working together in this manner, especially in 
prayer. It was a transformational moment for America, the first time all three 
denominations were recognized by the mainstream population as serving 
together and with common purpose.
 Many communities participate in events on or near Four Chaplains Day 
(Feb. 3) as a way of remembering the sacrifice of these men and to honor their 
legacy. The following are suggestions for programs, lessons, and discussions 

on the legacy of the Four Chaplains. As survivors of the USAT Dorchester began recounting their experience, the 
actions of the chaplains in the face of grave danger stood out. Each chaplain made the decision to help a fellow 
soldier, not asking about his religion or beliefs, leaving the world with the message of “Interfaith in Action,” the line 
included on the stamp commemorating the chaplains. Read the full story here: https://jcca.org/what-we-do/jwb/
story-of-the-four-chaplains/   Photo: comereason.com

February 10      Cheesefare/Forgiveness Sunday      Orthodox Christian      Great Lent commences for Eastern 
Christians on the day following Cheesefare Sunday, but the faithful already are cleaning their slates (and their plates) 
today, by asking forgiveness and eliminating dairy from their diets until Pascha. In the Orthodox church, this year, 
February 18 is Forgiveness Sunday (also known as Cheesefare Sunday).
 Meat hasn’t been consumed since last Sunday, but dairy products will be consumed for the final time today. 
Throughout Great Lent and until Pascha (Easter), Eastern Christians will observe these fasting customs with only 
occasional exemptions for oil and wine—but never meat or dairy.
 Starting tonight, the Vespers of Forgiveness will signal the first liturgy of Great Lent; the service will end 
when attendees ask forgiveness from both fellow congregation members and the priest. If you have Orthodox 
friends and colleagues, this is a moving liturgy to attend, as the process of forgiveness often is deeply personal for 
the faithful.



February 14      St. Valentine’s Day      Christian/Secular      The history of Valentine’s Day is obscure, and 
further clouded by various fanciful legends. The holiday’s roots are in the ancient Roman festival of 
Lupercalia, a fertility celebration commemorated annually on February 15. Pope Gelasius I recast this 
pagan festival as a Christian feast day circa 496, declaring February 14 to be St. Valentine’s Day.
 Which St. Valentine this early pope intended to honor remains a mystery: according to the 
Catholic Encyclopedia, there were at least three early Christian saints by that name. One was a priest in 
Rome, another a bishop in Terni, and of a third St. Valentine almost nothing is known except that he met 
his end in Africa. Rather astonishingly, all three Valentines were said to have been martyred on Feb. 14.
 Most scholars believe that the St. Valentine of the holiday was a priest who attracted the disfavor of 
Roman emperor Claudius II around 270. At this stage, the factual ends and the mythic begins. According 
to one legend, Claudius II had prohibited marriage for young men, claiming that bachelors made better 
soldiers. Valentine continued to secretly perform marriage ceremonies but was eventually apprehended 
by the Romans and put to death. Another legend has it that Valentine, imprisoned by Claudius, fell in love 
with the daughter of his jailer. Before he was executed, he allegedly sent her a letter signed “from your 
Valentine.” Probably the most plausible story surrounding St. Valentine is one not focused on Eros 
(passionate love) but on agape (Christian love): he was martyred for refusing to renounce his religion.
 In 1969, the Catholic Church revised its liturgical calendar, removing the feast days of saints whose 
historical origins were questionable. St. Valentine was one of the casualties.
 It was not until the 14th century that this Christian feast day became definitively associated with 
love. According to UCLA medieval scholar Henry Ansgar Kelly, author of Chaucer and the Cult of Saint 
Valentine, it was Chaucer who first linked St. Valentine’s Day with romance.
 In 1381, Chaucer composed a poem in honor of the engagement between England’s Richard II and 
Anne of Bohemia. As was the poetic tradition, Chaucer associated the occasion with a feast day. In “The 
Parliament of Fowls,” the royal engagement, the mating season of birds, and St. Valentine’s Day are linked:
 For this was on St. Valentine’s Day,When every fowl cometh there to choose his mate.
 Over the centuries, the holiday evolved, and by the 18th century, gift-giving and exchanging 
handmade cards on Valentine’s Day had become common in England. Hand-made valentine cards made 
of lace, ribbons, and featuring cupids and hearts eventually spread to the American colonies. The  
tradition of Valentine’s cards did not become widespread in the United States, however, until the 1850s, 
when Esther A. Howland, a Mount Holyoke graduate and native of Worcester, Massachusetts, began 
mass-producing them. Today, of course, the holiday has become a booming commercial success. 
According to the Greeting Card Association, 25% of all cards sent each year are valentines.



February 15      Nirvana Day      Buddhist      Nirvana Day is an annual Buddhist festival that remembers the death of 
the Buddha when he reached Nirvana at the age of 80. It is also known as Parinirvana Day. It is celebrated by some 
Buddhists on February 15th.
 Nirvana is believed to be the end of the cycle of death and rebirth. 
Buddhism teaches that Nirvana is reached when all want and suffering is gone.
 Buddhists may celebrate Nirvana Day by meditating or by going to Buddhist 
temples or monasteries. As with other Buddhist festivals, celebrations vary 
throughout the world.
 In monasteries Nirvana Day is treated as a social occasion. Food is prepared 
and some people bring presents such as money, household goods or clothes.
 On Nirvana Day, Buddhists think about their lives and how they can work 
towards gaining the perfect peace of Nirvana. They remember friends or relations 
who have recently died and reflect on the fact that death is a part of life for 
everyone.
 The idea that nothing stays the same is central to Buddhism. Buddhists 
believe that loss and change are things to be accepted rather than causes of 
sadness.

Sources for this newsletter:  timeanddate.com, claddachdesign.com, japan-guide.com, jcca.org, bbc.co.uk, infoplease.
com, readthespirit.com.  All photos are from the subscription service, Shutterstock, unless otherwise identified.

Below is an example of Graces Notes - a service of daily inspirational emails sent to subscribers.  If you would like to 
receive Grace Notes please email Kathleen Ennis-Durstine and ask to be included.
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Rev. Kathleen Ennis-Durstine, room 4201, x.3321
Margarita Roque, habla Espanol,, room 4115, x 2626
Rev. Eliezer Oliveira, habla Espanol, room 4115, x 5050
Rev. Matthew Schlageter, room 4115, x 6736
Rev. Lavender Kelley, room 4115, x 4638

Catholic Mass is held Thursday at noon and Saturday 
at 4 p.m. in the Main Chapel, third floor Main, room 
3201.

Jummah Prayer is held Friday at 12:15 p.m. in the 
Main Chapel, third floor Main, room 3201.

The most beautiful 
experience we can have 
is the mysterious. It is the 

fundamental 
emotion which stands at 
the cradle of true art and 

true science. Whoever 
does not know it and can 

no longer wonder, no 
longer marvel.
Albert Einstein


