
Holy Days, Celebrations, and 
Observances of December 
2018

Holy Days With No Fixed Date      Hopi Soyaluna      The Hopi Indians, who have lived in the highlands of northern Arizona for 
over a thousand years, divide their calendar into 12 months with different ceremonies in each month. December is the month 
where the katsinas or kachinas, the spirits that guard over the Hopi, come down from their world at the winter solstice or Soyal 
(also referred to as Soyaluna and Soyalangwu). They remain with the people for the first half of the Wheel of the Year until the 
summer solstice, when they return to their home in the mountains. The kachinas are benevolent anthropomorphic beings, who 
can be male or female, and represent a host of animals, plants and natural phenomena. They are greatly celebrated and revered 
and their presence is associated with rain, crops and healing the sick. 
 During Soyal, which lasts nine days, sacred rituals are performed in chambers, called kivas, and many ceremonies in-
volving dancing and singing take place; the kachinas may even bring gifts to the children. Soyal time is when stories are passed 
down to children from the elders and children are taught pivotal lessons like respecting others. The prayers and rituals help 
the Hopi to turn the sun toward its summer home and begin giving strength to all life for the growing season ahead. The Hopi, 
meaning the peaceful ones, believe that everything that will occur during the year is arranged at Soyal. 
 In preparation for the kachinas’ arrival, the Hopi make prayer sticks to bless the community, including their homes, 
animals and plants. Children are given replicas of the kachinas, intricately carved and dressed like the dancers, to help them 
learn about the hundreds of kachina spirits. Sixteen days before the winter solstice, one of the chief kachinas enters the Pueblo. 
He appears like a tired, old man who has just awakened from a deep slumber, teetering and on the verge of losing his balance. 
People follow his every move. He typically staggers over to the dance plaza where with great exaggeration, he dances and sings 
in a very low voice a song that is regarded as too sacred for the public to hear.
 Preparations for the Soyaluna ceremony start by cutting pieces of cotton string and tying feathers and pinyon needles 
to the end. These are then exchanged between friends and relatives. When someone gives the feathered string, he says, “May 
all the Katchinas grant you your wishes tomorrow”. The Katchinas are the spirits of the Hopi ancestors. At night, everyone takes a 
willow branch and attaches all the strings they’ve received to it. The sticks are carried to the kiva (ceremonial meeting room) and 
placed in the rafters making the room look like a bower of feathers and pinyon needles.
 The main celebration takes place in the kiva where the Hopi chief wears a headdress decorated with images that 
symbolize rain clouds, and, carries a shield with a star, an antelope and other symbolic objects drawn on it. Someone else 
carries an effigy of Palulukonuh, also called the Plumed Snake. On the west wall of the kiva is an altar made of corn surrounded 
by husks and stalks, each family in the pueblo contributes two or more ears of corn.
 There is also a large gourd with an opening in it. The head of the effigy of the Plumed Snake is painted black and sticks 
out of this gourd. The black snake symbolizes the evil influences that are driving the sun away. The assembled chiefs make 
their offerings of prayer and meal to the Snake to persuade him not to swallow the sun. Shield bearers enter the kiva and take 
turns stamping on the sipapu (a shallow hole covered by a board that symbolizes the entrance to the underworld.) Then they 
arrange themselves into two groups: One on the north side of the room, one on the south. They sing as the bearer of the sun 
shield rushes to one side and then the other. He is driven back by the shield bearers on both sides. The movements of the shield 
bearers symbolize the attack of hostile powers on the sun.
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 When the Sun God’s footprints finally appear in the sand, everyone knows that he’s been persuaded to return.
 In many Native American ceremonies, the celebrations are sacred and inaccessible to outsiders. This creates limited and 
conflicting information about the ceremonies and rituals, so that discerning accurate details on the Soyal ceremony was equally 
challenging.
Photo: Forum:thefreedictionary.com

Holy Days With Fixed Date
December 2      Advent Begins      Christian      Advent is the season before Christmas during which Christians celebrate the birth of 
Jesus. In Western Christendom, four Sundays are included, but in the East the season is longer and begins in the middle of November.
However, Advent always finishes on Christmas Eve. If that falls on a Sunday, it is considered to be the fourth Sunday of Advent.
The name Advent comes from the Latin word ‘adventus’ meaning arrival.
 Using an advent wreath and four candles - one to symbolize each of the Sundays in Advent, Christians celebrate this time of 
year by praying together and enjoying the time as a family.
 Advent calendars were created to hold the younger members of the families’ attention during the time, helping them to 
count down the days until Christmas Day.   
 Four candles are used within the church environment during advent, but lots of Christians will burn an Advent candle at 
home too. These candles will come with markings down them, and will be burnt down each day to the next marker, so the candle 
will be fully burnt away come Christmas Day. In Catholic churches , the most popular colors for the Advent candles are purple and 
rose. Rose is the color for the Third Sunday of Advent, known as Gaudete Sunday from the Latin word for ‘rejoice’, and the rose color 
is a mix of the purple, and white - representing that Christmas is coming.
 In Protestant churches, it is more usual to use four red candles, which is more in keeping with traditional Christmas 
decoration color. Other variations of the Advent wreath add a white candle in the center to symbolize Christmas, sometimes known 
as the ‘Christ candle’. It can be lit on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day.



December 3  - 10      Hanukkah      Jewish      Hanukkah or Chanukah is the Jewish Festival of Lights. It dates back to two centuries 
before the beginning of Christianity.  The word Hanukkah means rededication and celebrates one of the greatest miracles in Jewish 
history.
 The festival reminds Jews of a time over 2500 years ago when Antiochus, a Syrian king, tried to make the Jewish people  
worship Greek gods. A statue of Antiochus was erected in the Jewish temple and the Jews were ordered to bow down before him. The 
Ten Commandments forbid Jews to worship statues or idols and so they refused.
 A small group of Jews called Maccabees rebelled, and after a three year war they recaptured Jerusalem from the Syrians. But 
the temple was all but destroyed.
 The Jews had to clean and repair the Temple, and when they were finished they rededicated it to God. They did this by lighting 
the lamp (Menorah) - which was a symbol of God’s presence. Only one small jar of oil 
was found, enough for one day, but 
miraculously the lamp stayed alight for eight days.
 Hanukkah is celebrated by lighting one candle on the Hanukiah (an 
eight-stemmed candelabrum) each day. The Hanukiah symbolizes how God looked 
after the Jewish people at this difficult time.
 Games are often played at Hanukkah. The most common game uses a 
dreidel and is a popular way of helping children to remember the great miracle.  An 
interesting video, explaining the importance of Hanukkah from a child’s viewpoint can 
be found here: https://www.bbc.com/teach/class-clips-video/what-is-chanukah-the-
jewish-festival-of-lights/zm6d7nb 99 

December 8      Bodhi Day      Buddhist      The enlightenment of the Buddha is among the most significant events in Buddhist history, 
and it’s an event commemorated annually by many Buddhists. English speakers often call the observance Bodhi Day. The word bodhi 
in Sanskrit and Pali means “awakening” but is often translated into English as “enlightenment.”
 According to early Buddhist scripture, the historical Buddha was a prince named Siddhartha Gautama who was disturbed by 
thoughts of sickness, old age and death.
 He gave up his privileged life to become a homeless mendicant, seeking peace of mind. After six years of frustration, he sat 
under a fig tree (a variety known ever after as a “bodhi tree”) and vowed to remain in meditation until he had fulfilled his quest. During 
this meditation, he realized enlightenment and became the Buddha, or “the one who is awake.”
As with many other Buddhist holidays, there is little agreement about what to call this observance and when to observe it. 
However, when Japan adopted the Gregorian calendar in the 19th century, many traditional Buddhist holy days were assigned fixed 
dates. In Japan, Buddha’s birthday is always on April 8 -- the eighth day of the fourth month. Likewise, in Japan Bodhi Day always falls 

on December 8 -- the eighth day of the twelfth month. 
 Perhaps because of the austere nature of the Buddha’s quest for enlightenment, 
Bodhi Day generally is observed quietly without parades or fanfare. Meditation or 
chanting practices may be extended. 
 In Japanese Zen, Bodhi Day is Rohatsu, which means “eighth day of the twelfth 
month.” Rohatsu is the last day of a week-long session, or intensive meditation retreat. 
In a Rohatsu Sesshin, it is traditional for each evening’s meditation period to be longer 
than the previous evening’s. On the last night, those with enough stamina sit in 
meditation through the night.



December 12      Feast of Guadalupe      Christian/Catholic (largely Mexico)      The feast in honor of Our Lady 
of Guadalupe goes back to the 16th century. Chronicles of that period tell us the story.
 A poor Indian named Cuauhtlatohuac was baptized and given the name Juan Diego. He was a 
57-year-old widower, and lived in a small village near Mexico City. On Saturday morning December 9, 1531, he 
was on his way to a nearby barrio to attend Mass in honor of Our Lady.
 Juan was walking by a hill called Tepeyac when he heard beautiful music like the warbling of birds. A 
radiant cloud appeared, and within it stood an Indian maiden dressed like an Aztec princess. The lady spoke to 
him in his own language and sent him to the bishop of Mexico, a Franciscan named Juan de Zumarraga. The 
bishop was to build a chapel in the place where the lady appeared.
 Eventually the bishop told Juan to have the lady give him a sign. About this same time Juan’s uncle 
became seriously ill. This led poor Juan to try to avoid the lady. Nevertheless the lady found Juan, assured him 
that his uncle would recover, and provided roses for Juan to carry to the bishop in his cape or tilma.
 On December 12, when Juan Diego opened his tilma in the bishop’s presence, the roses fell to the ground, and the bishop 
sank to his knees. On the tilma where the roses had been appeared an image of Mary exactly as she had appeared at the hill of 
Tepeyac.  Photo: explorelacrosse.com
 Watch a lovely children’s story at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KKgsZwRwbkE

December 16 - 25      Posadas      Christian/Hispanic      The story of Christ’s birth has been told and retold many times, but  nowhere on earth is 
the Nativity story told with more flourish and faith-based exuberance than in the annual celebration of Las Posadas, a tradition held throughout 
Mexico and Guatemala.
 The roots of Las Posadas stretch deeply into Latin culture. It originated in Spain, but it’s been a yearly celebration throughout Mexico for 
over 400 years. The tradition commemorates Mary and Joseph’s difficult journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem in search of a warm place to stay the 
night. (Posadas is Spanish for “lodgings” or “accommodations.”)
 Beginning on December 16 and ending nine days later, on December 24, Las Posadas commemorates the nine months of Mary’s 
pregnancy. Each night, one family agrees to house the pilgrims. And so it begins: At dusk, a procession of the faithful takes to the streets with 
children often dressed as angels and shepherds. Religious figures, images and lighted candles are a part of the festivities.
 The group representing the Holy Family stands outside a series of houses, singing songs, asking for lodging. They are refused time and 
again until the group reaches the designated house. Finally, the travelers are permitted to enter. Prayer and song continue in the home, and festive 
foods are shared. The evening ends with a piñata in the shape of star.
 The tradition continues each evening with a different house as the chosen Posadas. The last night—Christmas Eve—usually features a 
midnight Mass. The nine days of Las Posadas is more than just a feel-good tradition: It deepens faith and strengthens ties within the community at a 
holy time.
 Just as Mary and Joseph faced the cold weather—and even colder innkeepers that night—participants brave the elements in bringing 
their love for the Christ Child to their streets. Las Posadas isn’t about being somber and still during Christmas: It’s about pilgrims and a pilgrimage, 
rousing song, prayer and deep faith.  Photo: wordpress.com



December 21      Yule      Wicca/Pagan/Christian       Yule, (pronounced EWE-elle) is when the dark half of the year relinquishes to the 
light half. Starting the next morning at sunrise, the sun climbs just a little higher and stays a little longer in the sky each day. Known as 
Solstice Night, or the longest night of the year, the sun’s “rebirth” was celebrated with much joy. On this night, our ancestors 
celebrated the rebirth of the Oak King, the Sun King, the Giver of Life that warmed the frozen Earth. From this day forward, the days 
would become longer.
 Bonfires were lit in the fields, and crops and trees were “wassailed” with toasts of spiced cider.  Children were escorted from 
house to house with gifts of clove spiked apples and oranges which were laid in baskets of evergreen boughs and wheat stalks dusted 
with flour. The apples and oranges represented the sun.  The boughs were symbolic of immortality (evergreens were sacred to the 
Celts because they did not “die” thereby representing the eternal aspect of the Divine). The wheat stalks portrayed the harvest, and 
the flour was accomplishment of triumph, light, and life. Holly and ivy not only decorated the outside, but also the inside of homes, in 
hopes Nature Sprites would come and join the celebration. A sprig of Holly was kept near the door all year long as a constant invitation 
for good fortune to visit the residents. Mistletoe was also hung as decoration.  It represented the seed of the Divine, and at Midwinter, 
the Druids would travel deep into the forest to harvest it.
 The ceremonial Yule log was the highlight of the Solstice festival. In accordance to tradition, the log must either have been 
harvested from the householder’s land, or given as a gift... it must never have been bought. Once dragged into the house and placed 
in the fireplace it was decorated in seasonal greenery, doused with cider or ale, and dusted with flour before set ablaze by a piece of 
last years log, (held onto for just this purpose). The log would burn throughout the night, then smolder for 12 days after before being 
ceremonially put out. Ash is the traditional wood of the Yule log. It is the sacred world tree of the Teutons, known as Yggdrasil. An herb 
of the Sun, Ash brings light into the hearth at the Solstice. 

 Many customs created around Yule are identified with Christmas today.  If you decorate 
your home with a Yule tree, holly or candles, you are following some of these old traditions.   
The Yule log, (usually made from a piece of wood saved from the previous year) is burned in 
the fire to symbolize the Newborn Sun/Son.
 Symbolism of Yule: Rebirth of the Sun, The longest night of the year, The Winter Solstice, 
Introspect, Planning for the Future. 
 Symbols of Yule: Yule log, or small Yule log with 3 candles, evergreen boughs or wreaths, 
holly, mistletoe hung in doorways, gold pillar candles, baskets of clove studded fruit, a 
simmering pot of wassail, poinsettias, christmas cactus. 

Herbs of Yule: Bayberry, blessed thistle, evergreen, frankincense holly, laurel, mistletoe, oak, pine, sage, yellow cedar. 
Foods of Yule: Cookies and caraway cakes soaked in cider, fruits, nuts, pork dishes, turkey, eggnog, ginger tea, spiced cider, wassail, or 
lamb’s wool (ale, sugar, nutmeg, roasted apples). 
Incense of Yule: Pine, cedar, bayberry, cinnamon. 
Colors of Yule: Red, green, gold, white, silver, yellow, orange. 
Activities of Yule:Caroling, wassailing the trees, burning the Yule log, decorating the Yule tree, exchanging of presents, kissing under 
the mistletoe, honoring Kriss Kringle the Germanic Pagan God of Yule 

December 24      Christmas Eve      Christian      For centuries, Christmas was celebrated not as a single day, but as a whole season in 
parts of the world, beginning with this day, December 24, Christmas Eve. Perhaps the practice of celebrating the evening before the 
big day is an echo from ancient Jewish reckoning. Among earlier Jews, a day began at six in the 
evening and ran until six the following evening. Had not Moses written: “An evening and a morning 
were the first day”?
 Christmas means “Christ-mass.” Although the date is a guess, the tradition of observing it 
goes back to at least the fourth century. Under the influence of the church, Christian traditions re-
placed pagan solstice festivals throughout Europe. Often the more innocent pagan practices (such 
as bringing in a Yule log, decorating with holly and the like) were carried over into the Christmas 
observance, transfigured with new meaning.



December 25      Christmas      Christian      Christmas is a Christian holy day that marks the birth of Jesus, the son of God 
 The Gospels do not mention the date of Jesus’ birth. It was not until the 4th century CE that Pope Julius I set December 25th 
as the date for Christmas. This was an attempt to Christianize the Pagan celebrations that already took place at this time of year. By 529, 
December  25thhad become a civil holiday and by 567 the twelve days from December 25th to the Epiphany were public holidays.
 Christmas is not only a Christian festival. The celebration has roots in the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah, the festivals of the an-
cient Greeks, the beliefs of the Druids and the folk customs of Europe.
 The telling of the Christmas story has been an important part of the Christianisation of Christmas. One way that the Christmas 
story has been maintained is through the crib, a model of the manger that Jesus was born in.
 The tradition of crib making dates back to at least 400 CE when Pope Sixtus III had one built in Rome. In many parts of Europe 
in the 18th century crib making was an important craft form. This was not the case in England until much later, suggesting that British 
Christmases were less Christian than those in other parts of Europe.
 The tradition of Nativity plays began in churches where they were used to illustrate the Christmas story as told in the Bible.

December 26 - January 1        Kwanzaa      African American      Kwanzaa, annual holiday affirming African family and social values that 
is celebrated primarily in the United States from December 26 to January 1. Both the name and the celebration were devised in 1966 
by Maulana Karenga, a professor of African studies at California State University in Long Beach and an important figure in Afrocentrism. 
Karenga borrowed the word kwanza, meaning “first,” from the Swahili phrase matunda ya kwanza, adding the seventh letter, an extra a, 
to make the word long enough to accommodate one letter for each of the seven children present at an early celebration. (The name 
Kwanzaa is not itself a Swahili word.) The concept of Kwanzaa draws on Southern African first-fruits celebrations.

 Although Kwanzaa is primarily an African American holiday, it has also come to be 
celebrated outside the United States, 
particularly in Caribbean and other countries where there are large numbers of 
descendants of Africans. It was conceived as a 
nonpolitical and nonreligious holiday, and it is not considered to be a substitute for 
Christmas.
 Each of the days of the celebration is dedicated to one of the seven principles of 
Kwanzaa: unity (umoja), self-determination (kujichagulia), collective responsibility 
(ujima), cooperative economics (ujamaa), purpose (nia), creativity (kuumba), and faith 
(imani). There also are seven symbols of the holiday: fruits, vegetables, and nuts; a 
straw mat; a candleholder; ears of corn (maize); gifts; a communal cup signifying 

unity; and seven candles in the African colors of red, green, and black, symbolizing the seven principles. On each day the family comes 
together to light one of the candles in the kinara, or candleholder, and to discuss the principle for the day. On December 31, families 
join in a community feast called the karamu. Some participants wear traditional African clothing during the celebration.

December 28      Holy Innocents      Christian      Feast of the Holy Innocents, also called Childermas or Innocents’ Day, Christian feast in 
remembrance of the massacre of young children in Bethlehem by King Herod the Great in his attempt to kill the infant Jesus (Matthew 
2:16–18). The feast is observed by Western churches on December 28 and in the Eastern churches on December 29. The slain children 
were regarded by the early church as the first martyrs, but it is uncertain when the day was first kept as a saint’s day. It may have been 
celebrated with Epiphany, but by the 5th century it was kept as a separate festival. In Rome it was a day of fasting and mourning.



       
December 30      Holy Family      Christian      Feast of the Holy Family, Roman Catholic religious festival falling on the first Sunday after 
Christmas. Although major feast days dedicated to each member of the Holy Family—Jesus, Mary, and Joseph—also exist, the Feast of 
the Holy Family commemorates their life together, and the celebration focuses on religious family life. Because of the flight of the Holy 
Family into Egypt, a feast for the Holy Family has been observed by the Copts from early times. In Western Christianity, however, a cult 
of veneration for the Holy Family as a group, rather than as individuals, did not arise until the 17th century and was not officially 
recognized until the feast day was formally instituted in 1921 under Pope Benedict XV. Originally celebrated on the Sunday after Epiph-
any (January 6), the Feast of the Holy Family was moved to the Sunday after Christmas in 1969, bringing it within the Christmas season.

December 31      Watch Night      Christian      Watch Night, also called Freedom’s Eve, Christian religious service held on New Year’s 
Eve and associated, in many African American churches, with a celebration and remembrance of the Emancipation Proclamation 
(enacted January 1, 1863), which freed slaves in the Confederate states during the American Civil War. Many mainline Protestant 
churches in the United States sponsor a Watch Night service on New Year’s Eve.
 The tradition of Watch Night may be traced to the early 18th century in Moravian churches, when churchgoers began 
marking the occasion with a vigil to reflect upon the year past and to contemplate the one to come. John Wesley adopted the 
practice for his Methodist followers, who held similar vigils monthly with the full moon. It was given new significance among 
African Americans on December 31, 1862, when, according to tradition, slaves in the Confederate states gathered in churches and 

private homes on the night before Pres. Abraham Lincoln’s 
Emancipation Proclamation was expected to go into effect, pending his 
signing of the document. The soon-to-be-free slaves stayed awake all 
night and watched the night turn into a new dawn while waiting for news 
that the Emancipation Proclamation had been issued, thus making all the 
slaves legally free.
 Church services on Watch Night generally begin sometime between 
7:00 and 10:00 PM and end at midnight. The services tend to be 
attended by family groups. Many attendees go on to New Year’s Eve 
parties afterward.



Chaplaincy Staff:
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 pm in the Main Chapel, third floor Main, room 
3201.

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

Sources for this newsletter:  incultureparent.com, thefreedictionary.com, bbc.co.uk,  thoughtco.com, franciscanmedia.org, wicca.com, crosswalk.
com, britannica.com.  All pictures are from the subscription service, Shutterstock, unless otherwise noted.

I will light Candles this Christmas.
Candles of joy, despite all sadness,
Candles of hope where despair keeps watch,
Candles of courage where fear is ever present,
Candles of peace for tempest tossed days,
Candles of grace to ease heavy burdens.
Candles of love to inspire my living,
Candles that will burn all the year-long.
Howard Thurman


