
Holy Days, Observances, and 
Celebrations from May 15, 
2018 through June 2018

May 15 - June 15      Ramadan      Islam      Ramadan is the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, when Muslims fast 
during daylight hours.  There are several reasons why Ramadan is considered important:
    The Qur’an was first revealed during this month
    The gates of Heaven are open
    The gates of Hell are closed and the devils are chained up in Hell.
    The Qur’an revealed
 The actual night that the Qur’an was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad is called Lailat ul Qadr, and to stand 
in prayer on this one night is said to be better than a thousand months of worship. Ramadan is often called ‘month of 
the Qur’an’ because of this, and Muslims attempt to recite as much of the Qur’an as they can during the month. Most 
mosques will recite one thirtieth of the Qur’an each night during the Taraweeh prayers.
No one knows on which particular night the Qur’an was first revealed, but it is said to be one of the last ten nights of 
Ramadan.
 Muslims believe that their good actions bring a greater reward during this month than at any other time 
of year, because this month has been blessed by Allah.  They also believe that it is easier to do good in this month 
because the devils have been chained in Hell, and so can’t tempt believers. This doesn’t mean that Muslims will not 
behave badly, but that any evil that they do comes from within themselves, without additional encouragement from 
Satan. Almost all Muslims try to give up bad habits during Ramadan, and some will try to become better Muslims by 
praying more or reading the Qur’an.
 There are a number of special practices which are only done during Ramadan.
    Fasting the whole month long:  although Muslims fast during other times of the year, Ramadan is the only time 
when fasting, or sawm, is obligatory during the entire month for every able Muslim.
    Ramadan is intended to increase self-control in all areas, including food, sleeping, sex and the use of time.
    Taraweeh Prayers: these are long night prayers, which are not obligatory, but highly recommended.
Mosques are filled with worshipers who go to attend these prayers, which usually last for one and a half to two hours. 
These prayers also give Muslims a chance to meet at the mosque every day, and so they also help to improve 
relationships in the Muslim community.
    I’tikaf refers to going into seclusion during the last ten nights of Ramadan, in order to seek Lailat ul Qadr by praying 
and reading the Qur’an. Some people live in the mosque during this time for serious reflection and worship. Others 
spend a few hours at the mosque or home.



May 17      Ascension of Jesus      Christian (Catholic)     [From an article by Marcus Borg]   Forty days after   
Easter, Christians commemorate Jesus’ ascension into heaven. Ascension Day is more important in some 
Christian traditions, and in some countries, than in others. Yet the ascension of Jesus is a central element 
in the Christian tradition. It is included in the two classic Christian creeds. Both the Apostles’ Creed and the 
Nicene Creed affirm that Jesus “ascended into heaven.”
 In the New Testament, the story of Jesus’ ascension is found in the Gospel of Luke and the Book of 
Acts, both written by the same author. The classic text is Acts 1:9-11. After the risen Christ had spoken his   
final words to his followers, we are told: “As they were watching, Jesus was lifted up, and a cloud took him        
out of their sight.” The text then refers to them “gazing up toward heaven while he was going.”

What is this story about? Its meanings are rich and important, even as it is one of the stories in the New                     
Testament that most obviously requires a non-literal reading. For reasons I will now cite, it is manifestly a 
symbolic or metaphorical narrative.
 [let us look at] the rich metaphorical or symbolic meanings of the story of Jesus’ ascension. For                   
Christians in the past and now, it meant and means that Jesus is now with God, indeed “at God’s right hand” 
and “one with God.” These affirmations have two primary dimensions of meaning. Like the traditions of       
ancient Israel and Judaism, they are religious and political, spiritual and social.
 First, Ascension Day proclaims the lordship of Christ. To say that the risen and ascended Jesus is “at 
God’s right hand,” a position of honor and authority, means “Jesus is Lord.” In the first century, when kings 
and emperors claimed to be lords, this claim had not only religious but also political meaning. To say “Jesus is 
Lord” meant, and means, that the Herods and Caesars of this world were not, and are not.
 Second, because the risen and ascended Jesus is “one with God,” he (like God) can be experienced 
anywhere. Jesus is no longer restricted or confined to time and space, as he was during his historical lifetime. 
Rather, like the God whom he knew in his own experience, he continues to be known in the experience of his 
followers.
      To use language from Matthew’s Gospel, for Christians the risen   
      and ascended Christ is Immanuel--”God with us.”

May 19 - 21      Shavuot      Jewish      Shavuot is a Jewish observance that follows Passover by 50 days. It is the 
second of three major Jewish festivals. The other two are Passover and Sukkot.
 Many Jewish people may take a day off work, attend special prayer services in a synagogue and eat a 
special meal on Shavuot. There are some customs associated with the festival in some communities. These 
include:
    Studying the Torah throughout the night.
    Reading the Akdamot (Akdamut, Akdamus), a liturgical poem with a message on how Jewish people are         
  encouraged to continue studying the Torah. Many Sephardic Jewish people sing a poem called    
 Azharot, which sets out the 613 Biblical commandments.
    Decorating homes and synagogues with plants, flowers, and leafy branches.
    Reading the Book of Ruth.
    The consumption of dairy products such as milk and cheese.
 
(continued)



    Some people in Jerusalem study the Torah all night before walking to the Western Wall (Kotel, Kosel) for   
 morning prayers. 
    Some synagogues in the United States also hold confirmation celebrations for young adults.

 On the 50th day after the Israelites left Egypt and were in the wilderness around Mount Sinai, God 
presented Moses with the Torah, or Ten Commandments. In accepting these, the Israelites became a nation 
committed to serving God and Shavuot marks the anniversary of this event. There are similarities between 
Shavuot and the Christian festival of Pentecost. Pentecost, or Whitsun, is 49 days after Easter Sunday and 
celebrates the descent of the Holy Spirit onto Jesus’ followers.
 The period between Passover, when Jewish people celebrate their liberation from slavery in Egypt, 
and Shavuot, is known as the Counting of the Omer. This marks a period of spiritual preparation before the 
To rah is received. In the time of the Temple in Jerusalem, Jewish people offered a sacrifice of an omer (a                         
measure) of barley in the temple on each of the 49 days after Passover. On the 50th day, known as Shavuot, 
they offered wheat at the temple. In modern times, Jewish people remember this during the Counting of the 
Omer by counting the number of days since Passover each night after sundown. They may use scrolls, tear-off 
calendars, magnets, pin boards, mobile telephone SMS reminders or email services to help them to 
remember to do this.
     An important symbol of Shavuot is the Bikkurim, or first fruits. This was a  
       basket of gold or silver that contained the first harvest of the Seven 
       Species crops and was carried to the Temple in Jerusalem in a                      
                     procession accompanied by music. These crops are: barley; 
                                                                             dates; figs; grapes; olives; pomegranates; and wheat. Modern 
                                                                             versions of the Bikkurim may include other crops
                                                                             now grown in Israel or other Jewish communities around the world. 
                                                                             Images of the Ten Commandments inscribed on stones or scrolls
                                                                             representing the Torah are also symbolic of Shavuot.

May 23      Declaration of the Bab      Baha’i      The holiday commemorates one of the most important events 
in Baha’i history, when the Báb announced in 1844 that he was “the bearer of a Divine Revelation which would 
prepare humanity for the advent of the Promised One of all religions,” according to the National Spiritual 
Assembly of the Bahai’s of the United Sates. In 1863, following years of persecution for the Báb and his 
followers, Bahá’u’lláh declared that he was the Promised One that the Báb had been waiting for.
 The Báb was born Siyyid Ali-Muhammad, in Shiraz, Iran.
 He took the name “Báb,” which means “gate” or “door” in
 Arabic to emphasize his role as the portal through which the
 Revelation of God would enter, according to the Baha’i 
International Community. He served as a herald for
 Bahá’u’lláh, who is the central prophet of the Baha’i faith.
 Baha’is commemorate the Declaration of the Báb
 with celebrations, prayers, storytelling, and reflections.
 It is one of the nine holy days when work is suspended.

May  20 AND 27      Pentecost      Christian and Orthodox Christian          Pentecost, also called Whitsunday, 
(Pentecost from Greek pentecostē, “50th day”), major festival in the Christian church, celebrated on the 
Sunday that falls on the 50th day of Easter. It commemorates the descent of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles 
and other disciples following the Crucifixion, Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus Christ (Acts of the Apostles, 
chapter 2), and it marks the beginning of the Christian church’s mission to the world.



May 29      Ascension of Baha’u’llah      Baha’i      This important holy day is celebrated on the 29th May, at 
3am. It commemorates the anniversary of the death of the founder of the Bahá’í faith, Bahá’u’lláh, and his 
teachings.
 Bahá’u’lláh died peacefully on the morning of 29th May 1892. He now lies buried in Bahji, in a shrine 
surrounded by a stunning garden, which is designed to symbolize the order of the world in the future.
 This solemn anniversary is a day of rest, and is often observed by reading or chanting from the 
scriptures.  [That shrine is pictured on the previous page]

May 31      Feast of Corpus Christi      Christian/Catholic      Corpus Christi is a festival that has been celebrated 
by many Christians, particularly the Catholic Church, in honor of the Eucharist since 1246. The name “Corpus 
Christi” is a Latin phrase that refers to the body of Christ. This event commemorates the Last Supper on the 
day before Jesus’ crucifixion, as described in the Bible. Corpus Christi is primarily celebrated by the Roman 
Catholic Church but it is also included in the calendar of some Anglican churches.

June Observations With No Fixed Date

Sun Dance      Sun Dance, most important religious ceremony of the Plains Indians of North America and, for 
nomadic peoples, an occasion when otherwise independent bands gathered to reaffirm their basic beliefs 
about the universe and the supernatural through rituals of personal and community sacrifice. Traditionally, a 
Sun Dance was held by each tribe once a year in late spring or early summer, when the buffalo congregated 
after the long Plains winters. The large herds provided a plentiful food source for the hundreds of individuals 
in attendance.
 The origin of the Sun Dance is unclear; most tribal traditions attribute its conventions to a time deep in 
the past. By the end of the 19th century it had spread with local variations to include most of the tribes from 
the Saulteaux in Saskatchewan, Can., south to the Kiowa in Texas, U.S., and was common among the settled 
agriculturists and the nomadic hunting and gathering societies of the region.      
  One example of the globally common religious practice of requesting power or insight from 
the supernatural is the Sun Dance. In many instances sun dancing itself was a private experience involving just 
one or a few individuals who had pledged to undertake the grueling ritual. The development of participation 
by the whole community, direction by tribal and religious leaders, and elaboration of ceremonies augmenting 
the votaries’ prayers and offerings indicate the ways this ritual reflected a tribe’s secular and religious 
aspirations.
 The most elaborate versions of the Sun Dance took place within or near a large encampment or village 
and required up to a year’s preparation by those pledging to dance. Typically the pledges’ spiritual mentors 
and extended families were heavily involved in the preparations, as they were obligated to provide most of 
the necessary supplies for the ritual. Such supplies generally included payments or gifts to mentors and ritual 
leaders, often in the form of elaborately decorated clothing, horses, food, and other goods.
 As the community gathered, specific individuals—usually members of a particular religious society—
erected a dance structure with a central pole that symbolized a connection to the divine, as embodied by 
the sun. Preliminary dances by a variety of community members often preceded the rigors of the Sun Dance 
itself, encouraging supplicants and ritually preparing the dance grounds; one such preliminary was the Buffalo 
Bull Dance, which preceded the Sun Dance during the complex Okipa ritual of the Mandan people.
 Those who had pledged to endure the Sun Dance generally did so in fulfillment of a vow or as a way 
of seeking spiritual power or insight. Supplicants began dancing at an appointed hour and continued inter-
mittently for several days and nights; during this time they neither ate nor drank. In some tribes supplicants 
also endured ritual self-mortification beyond fasting and exertion; in others such practices were thought to be 
self-aggrandizing. 



A Painting of a Sun Dancer.  From the Plains Indians Museum

June Observances With Fixed Date

June 2      All Saints Day      Orthodox Christian       The first Sunday after the Feast of Holy Pentecost is 
observed by the Orthodox Church as the Sunday of All Saints.  This day has been designated as a
 commemoration of all of the Saints, all the Righteous, the Prophets, Apostles, Martyrs, Confessors, 
Shepherds, Teachers, and Holy Monastics, both men and women alike, known and unknown, who have been 
added to the choirs of the Saints and shall be added, from the time of Adam until the end of the world, who 
have been perfected in piety and have glorified God by their holy lives.

June 8      Feast of the Sacred Heart      Christian/Catholic      Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus goes back 
at least to the 11th century, but through the 16th century, it remained a private devotion, often tied to 
devotion to the Five Wounds of Christ.
 According to the Gospel of John (19:33), when Jesus was dying on the cross “one of the soldiers pierced 
his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water.”  The celebration of the Sacred Heart is 
associated with the physical wound (and the associated sacrifice), the “mystery” of both blood and water 
pouring from Christ’s chest, and the devotion God asks from humankind.
 The first feast of the Sacred Heart was celebrated on August 31, 1670, in Rennes, France, through the 
efforts of Fr. Jean Eudes (1602-1680). From Rennes, the devotion spread, but it took the visions of 
St. Margaret Mary Alacoque (1647-1690) for the devotion to become universal.
 In all of these visions, in which Jesus appeared to St. Margaret Mary, the Sacred Heart of Jesus played 
a central role. The “great apparition,” which took place on June 16, 1675, during the octave of the Feast of 
Corpus Christi, is the source of the modern Feast of the Sacred Heart. In that vision, Christ asked St. Margaret 
Mary to request that the Feast of the Sacred Heart be celebrated on the Friday after the octave (or eighth 
day) of the Feast of Corpus Christi, in reparation for the ingratitude of men for the sacrifice that Christ had 
made for them. The Sacred Heart of Jesus represents not simply His physical heart but His love for all 
mankind.
 The devotion became quite popular after St. Margaret Mary’s death in 1690, but, because the Church 
initially had doubts about the validity of St. Margaret Mary’s visions, it wasn’t until 1765 that the feast was
 celebrated officially in France. Almost 100 years later, in 1856, Pope Pius IX, at the request of the French
 bishops, extended the feast to the universal Church. It is celebrated on the day requested by our Lord-the 
Friday after the octave of Corpus Christi, or 19 days after Pentecost Sunday.



June 11      Lailat al Qadr     Islam     Lailat al Qadr, the Night of Power, marks the night in which the Qur’an 
was first revealed to the Prophet Muhammad by Allah. Muslims regard this as the most important event in 
history, and the Qur’an says that this night is better than a thousand months (97:3), and that on this night the 
angels descend to earth.  This is a time that Muslims spend in study and prayer. Some will spend the whole 
night in prayer or in reciting the Qur’an. Lailat al Qadr is a good time to ask for forgiveness.
 Lailat al Qadr takes place during Ramadan. The date of 27 Ramadan for this day is a traditional date, 
as the Prophet Muhammad did not mention when the Night of Power would be, although it was suggested it 
was in the last 10 days of the month.  Because of this, many Muslims will treat the last 10 days of the month of 
Ramadan as a particularly good time for prayer and reading the Qur’an.

June 14 - 15     Eid-al-Fitr      Islam      The festival begins with the first sighting of the new moon.  The first Eid 
was celebrated in 624 CE by the Prophet Muhammad with his friends and relatives after the victory of the 
battle of Jang-e-Badar.  Muslims are not only celebrating the end of fasting, but thanking Allah for the help 
and strength that he gave them throughout the previous month to help them practice self-control.
 The celebratory atmosphere is increased by everyone wearing best or new clothes, and decorating 
their homes. There are special services out of doors and in mosques, processions through the streets, and of 
course, a special celebratory meal - eaten during daytime, the first daytime meal Muslims will have had in a 
month. Eid is also a time of forgiveness, and making amends.

June 20      Waqf al Arafat/Hajj Day      Islam      The Day of Arafat falls on the second day of pilgrimage rituals.
At dawn on this day, nearly 2 million Muslim pilgrims will make their way from the town of MIna to a nearby 
hillside and plain called Mount Arafat and the Plain of Arafat, which is located about 12.5 miles (20 kilometers) 
from Mecca, the final destination for the pilgrimage. Muslims believe that it was from this site that the  
Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, gave his famous Farewell Sermon in his final year of life.
 Every Muslim is expected to make the pilgrimage to Mecca once during his or her lifetime; and the 
pilgrimage itself is not considered complete unless the stop at Mount Arafat is also made. Thus, the visit to 
Mount Arafat is synonymous with the Hajj itself.  Completion involves arriving at Mount Arafat before noon 
and spending the afternoon upon the mountain, remaining until sunset.  However, individuals who are 
physically unable to complete this portion of the pilgrimage are allowed to observe it by fasting, which is not 
practiced by those making the physical visit to Arafat.
 During the afternoon, from about noon until sunset, Muslim pilgrims stand in earnest supplication and 
devotion, praying for God’s abundant forgiveness, and listening to Islamic scholars speak on issues of religious 
and moral importance. Tears are shed readily as those who gather make repentance and seek God’s mercy, 
recite words of prayer and remembrance, and gather together as equals before their Lord. The day closes 
upon the recitation of the evening prayer of Al Maghrib. For many Muslims, the Day of Arafat proves to be the 
most memorable part of the hajj pilgrimage, and one that stays with them forever. 
 Muslims around the world who are not participating in the pilgrimage often spend this day in fasting 
and devotion. It is said to offer expiation for all sins of the prior year, as well as all sins for the upcoming year.


