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The Holy Days of December 2014                        
Celebrations, Observances, and Information  

Religious, Spiritual, and Cultural Occasions 

Holy Days With No Fixed Date 
Pikkujoulu, Finland (Christian)     
Pikkujoulu means “little Christmas” and it is a uniquely Finnish holiday.  Originally, 
it fell on the first night of the first Sunday of Advent, but currently it has no fixed 
date.  In some ways it is a blending of pagan harvest customs with the Christian 
Christmas.  The Finnish word for Father  
Christmas is “joulupukki” which means “Christmas goat.”  
The ancient harvest festival was associated with a straw 
goat, so before the influence of the Germanic St. Nicho-
las, Father Christmas (in Finland, at least) was associated 
with an animal, rather than human, figure.  Today, straw 
goats are often part of tree and table decorations.  Pik-
kujoulu is a time for cleaning the house, bringing out the  
Christmas decorations, making gingerbread, and  
having wonderful gatherings of family and friends.   
Photo: Fine Art America 
 
Holy Days With Fixed Date 
 
December 2, Maunajiyaras (Jain)        
A day of fasting, silence, and meditation on the five holy beings: monks, teachers, 
religious leaders, Arihants or Jinas (enlightened masters), and Siddhas (liberated 
souls).  This day is also marked as the birth anniversary of many Tirthankaras or 
Pathfinders. Jainism is an ancient religion from India that teaches that the way to 
liberation and bliss is to live lives of harmlessness and renunciation. 
   
The essence of Jainism is concern for the welfare of every being in the universe and 
for the health of the universe itself. Jains believe that animals and plants, as well as 
human beings, contain living souls. Each of these souls is considered of equal value 

and should be treated with respect and compassion. 
 
Jains are strict vegetarians and live in a way that 
minimizes their use of the world's resources. Jains 
believe in reincarnation and seek to attain ultimate 
liberation - which means escaping the continuous 
cycle of birth, death and rebirth so that the immortal 
soul lives for ever in a state of bliss.  Liberation is 
achieved by eliminating all karma from the soul.  

Jainism is a religion of self-help. There are no gods or spiritual beings that will help 
human beings.  The three guiding principles of  
Jainism, the 'three jewels', are right belief, right knowledge and right conduct.   
The supreme principle of Jain living is non violence (ahimsa).  Jainism has no 
priests. Its professional religious people are monks and nuns, who lead strict and 
ascetic lives. 
 Photo defenseofreason.com 
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December 2—3    Chichibu Yomatsuri    Japan/ Shinto    Chichibu yomatsuri is the common name for the annual high festival 
(reitaisai) held at Chichibu Jinja (Chichibu City, Saitama Prefecture), on December 2 and 3. This festival is known for its 
splendidly decorated dashi (floats). From the morning of December 3, members 
of each district pull around their yatai (portable stands) or dashi, some of which 
have open stages performing Kabuki. At around seven o'clock in the evening, all 
six of the yatai and dashi gather at the shrine. After the ceremony, the shin'yo 
(sacred palanquin) makes its togyo (sacred procession) to the otabisho 
(temporary resting spot) while the yatai and the dashi, now decorated with  
lanterns, follow the shin'yo to the accompaniment of Chichibu yataibayashi 
drums. They arrive at the otabisho after climbing the steep hill called Dangozaka. 
The ritual held at the otabisho consists of presenting heisoku (offerings) to a 
stone tortoise modeled after the tortoise used as a mount by Myōken, the female 
kami of the shrine (saijin). According to one theory, it is said to be a festival  
celebrating the meeting at the otabisho of the female kami of Chichibu Jinja (Myōken)  
with the male kami of Bukōsan, a mountain rearing over the Chichibu basin. 
Photo: att-japan.net 
 
December 4   St. Barbara’s Day    Christian    The traditional feast day of Saint Barbara is December 4th. According to  
legend, Barbara lived in Asia Minor in what is today Turkey. Her father was the pagan emperor Dioscorus, a suspicious,  
untrusting fellow who persecuted Christians and kept his daughter a virgin by locking her up in a tower whenever he was 
away. 
 
One day upon returning home, Dioscorus noticed that the tower where he kept his daughter under lock and key now had 
three windows instead of two. Puzzled, he asked her why she had added a window in his absence. Barbara then made the 
mistake of confessing that she had become a Christian, and the three windows represented the trinity of her new faith.  

ncensed, her father demanded that she renounce this heresy. After some time had passed and 
she still stubbornly refused to deny her new religion, her father commanded that she be tortured 
and beheaded. The legend further says that immediately following this gruesome event, Diosco-
rus was struck dead by  
lightning (which may explain why St. Barbara is often invoked during thunderstorms). 
  Another important element of the Barbara-Legend concerns her imprisonment, and led (so they 
say) to the Christmas custom that bears her name. Depressed and alone in her cell, Barbara 
found a dried up cherry tree branch, which she moistened daily with a few drops from her  
drinking water. She was greatly consoled by the beautiful cherry blossoms that appeared just 
days before her impending execution. 
  
The Christmas Custom:  Barbarazweig: The Barbara Branch Custom.  Traditionally in the  
German-speaking countries, particularly in Austria and the Catholic regions of Germany, a small 

cherry branch or sprig is cut off and placed in water on December 4th, Barbaratag (St. Barbara's Day). Sometimes a twig 
from some other flowering plant or tree may be used: apple, forsythia, plum, lilac, or similar blossoms. But it is the cherry 
tree that is most customary and authentic. This custom is known as Barbarazweig or Barbara Branch.  The cherry branch 
(Kirschzweig) or other cutting is then placed in water and kept in a warm room. If all goes well, on Christmas day the sprig 
will display blossoms. If it blooms precisely on December 25th, this is regarded as a particularly good sign for the future.  
Photo:tumblr.com 
 
December 5    Sinterklaas    Christian    For most children in Holland, the most important day during the Christmas  
Celebrations is 5th December, when Sinterklaas (St. Nicholas) brings them their presents!  . The name Santa Claus comes 
from the name Sinterklaas.   
 
On the morning of St. Nicholas' Day, Sinterklaas travels to a city or town in The Netherlands, wearing his red bishop's robes. 
He travels with his servant called Zwarte Piet (Black Peter). When Sinterklaas and Black Peter come ashore from the boat, 
all of the local church bells ring in celebration. Sinterklaas then leads a procession through the town, riding a white horse. If 
he has gone to Amsterdam that year he will to meet the Queen in the Palace. 
 (continued)     
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On December 5th children leave clogs or shoes out to be filled with presents. They also believe that if they leave some 
hay and carrots in their shoes for Sinterklaas's horse, they will be left some sweets. Children are told that Zwarte Piet 
keeps a record of all the things they have done in the past year in a book and that good children will get presents from 
Sinterklaas, but bad children will get chased by Zwarte Piet with a stick!! Dutch tradition says that he lives in Madrid, 
Spain and every year he chooses a different harbor to arrive in Holland, so as many children as possible get a chance to 
see him. Every town in Holland has a few Sinterklaas helpers, dressed the same as Sinter Klaas who help give the  
presents out. 
 
If children are really lucky they might receive all their presents during the evening. This is called 'Sinterklaasavond' or 
'Pakjesavond' (present evening). There might be a knock at the door and you might find a sack full of presents!   
Sinterklaas parties are often held on St. Nicholas Eve (5th), where treasure hunt games 
are played with poems and riddles giving the clues. Children follow the clues to find little 
presents left by Sinterklaas. Special biscuits and sweets are also eaten at the party. One 
type of biscuit is called 'letter blanket' or 'banketletter' (meaning letter cake), which is 
made from marzipan or pastry. The biscuits are made in the shapes of the first letter of 
the individual’s names who are at the party. Another sweet biscuit that is eaten at the 
parties (and the favorite of a Dutch friend of mine!) are 'pepernoot' which are made with 
cinnamon and spices in the pastry biscuit mix.   
 
Surprise presents are also given on St. Nicholas' Day. This is a custom at the Sinterklaas 
parties and often within classes at schools. The custom is that everyone's name in put 
into a hat and everyone picks another person's name - then they have to make a surprise 
present for that person. The presents are often things that the person would find useful 
with their favorite hobby Christmas Day itself is a much quieter day in Holland, with a 
Church Service and family meal. Sometimes there is a special Christmas Day 'Sunday 
School' in the afternoon at the church, where the Christmas Story and other traditional 
stories are told. My friend was given a book, an orange and biscuits. These are often the only presents children will get 
on Christmas Day because they have already received most of their presents on St. Nicholas Day. On Christmas Eve 
night, Dutch Children believe that Santa Claus, (who is also call 'Christmas man' to avoid confusion with Sinterklaas!) 
comes from Lapland in Finland to deliver more presents! 
Photo:wikipedia.org 
 
December 6, Sanghamitta Day (Buddhism) 

Sanghamitta (approx. 308 BCE - 229 BCE) was the daughter of King Ashoka. She was a nun 
who spread the Order to Sri Lanka and brought with her a sapling from the original Bodhi 
Tree at Bodh Gaya. This marked one of the key moments in the spread of Buddhism outside 
of India. 
The tree sapling that she brought to Sri Lanka still survives to this day and is the oldest living 
tree with a known planting date (288 BCE).  She attained full enlightenment as an Arahant. 
Sanghamitta and her brother, the Venerable Mahinda went to Sri Lanka to spread the  
teachings of Buddha at the request of King Devanampiya Tissa (250 BC – 210 BC) who was a 
contemporary of Emperor Ashoka (304 BC – 232 BC) of India. Ashoka was initially reluctant 
to send his daughter on an overseas mission. However, because of the insistence of  

Sanghamitta herself, he finally agreed. She was sent to Sri Lanka together with several other nuns to start the nun 
lineage of Bhikkhunis at the request of King Tissa . 
 
After Sanghamitta's contribution to the propagation of Buddhism in Sri Lanka and her establishing the 'Bhikkhuni 
Sasana' or 'Meheini Sasna' (Order of Priestesses or Nuns) there, her name became synonymous with 'Buddhist Female 
Monastic Order of Theravada Buddhism' that was established not only in Sri Lanka but also in Bur-
ma, China and Thailand, in particular. The day the most revered tree, the Bodhi Tree, a sapling of which was brought 
by her to Sri Lanka and planted in Anuradhapura, and which is still surviving, is also celebrated every year on the Full 
Moon day of December as "Uduvapa Poya" or "Uposatha Poya" and "Sanghamitta Day" by Theravada Buddhists in Sri 
Lanka and other parts of the world.  Photo:dhammawiki.com 
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December 8, Rohatsu (Bodhi Day) (Buddhist)  
Rohatsu is Japanese for "eighth day of the twelfth month." December 8 has come to be the day Japanese Buddhists observe 
the enlightenment of the historical Buddha.  In Japanese Zen monasteries, Rohatsu is the last day of a week-long sesshin. A 
sesshin is an intensive meditation retreat in which all of one's waking time is dedicated to meditation. 
Even when not in the meditation hall, participants endeavor to maintain meditation focus at all times - - 
eating, washing, doing chores. Silence is maintained unless speaking is absolutely necessary.   
   
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
            
The Buddha's enlightenment is observed at different times in other parts of Asia. For example, Thera-
vada Buddhists of southeast Asia commemorate the Buddha's birth, enlightenment and  
passing into Nirvana at death on the same day, called Vesak Puja, which is usually in May. Tibetan Bud-
dhists also observe these three events in the life of the Buddha at the same time, during Saga Dawa Duchen, which usually is 
in June.  Photo: mythicmaps.com 
 
December 8, Immaculate Conception (Catholic Christian) 
The Immaculate Conception is a dogma of the Catholic Church maintaining that from the moment when she 
was conceived the Blessed Virgin Mary was kept free of original sin and was filled with the sanctifying grace normally con-
ferred during baptism.  It is one of the four dogmas in Roman Catholic Mariology. Mary is often called the Immaculata (the 
Immaculate One), particularly in artistic and cultural contexts.    

 
The Immaculate Conception should not be confused with the perpetual virginity of 
Mary or the virgin birth of Jesus; it refers to the conception of Mary by her mother, Saint 
Anne. Although the belief was widely held since at least Late Antiquity, the doctrine was 
not formally proclaimed until December 8, 1854, by Pope Pius IX in his papal 
bull Ineffabilis Deus. It is not formal doctrine except in the Roman Catholic Church. 
The Feast of the Immaculate Conception is observed on December 8 in many Catholic 
countries as a Holy Day of Obligation and in some places as a national or public holiday.  

Photo: politicsdaily.com 
 
December 11 or 12, Our Lady of Guadalupe (Catholic Christian, Mexico) 

Before the Christmas season "officially" begins on December 16, day when the first Posada takes place, Mexicans join togeth-

er for the festivities of La Virgen de Guadalupe, Our Lady of Guadalupe, on December 12.    This is one of the most important 

dates in the Mexican calendar. On this date, thousands of  the faithful to Our Lady of Guadalupe,  from all over the country 

make the most important pilgrimage of all those undertaken during the year to the Basílica of Guadalupe, in Mexico City, 

where the miraculous image of la Virgen Morena is kept.                                                                                   

 

On the day before the great celebration, thousands and thousands of people start to arrive.  By nighttime, the atrium is filled 

to bursting with pilgrims.  People of all ages and of all regions of the country gather together, physically as well as spiritually. 

A mass is officiated inside the Basilica.  Although it is in the Basílica de Guadalupe where the most important rituals and cele-

brations of this special date take place,  there are fiestas all over the country in Honor of Mexico's Patron Saint. Practically 

everywhere where there is an altar to the Virgin, a special celebration is held on her day.     

 

At dawn on December 9, 1531, on Tepeyac Hill near Mexico City, Our Blessed Lady appeared to Juan Diego, an Aztec Indian 

(canonized on July 31, 2002, as Saint Juan Diego by Pope John Paul II). While on his way to attend mass he heard sounds of 

chirping birds and beautiful music, wondering where it was coming from and its meaning. Then he heard a voice calling him. 

There she revealed herself to him as "the Ever Virgin Mother of the True God," and made known her desire that a Shrine be 

built there to bear witness to her love, her compassion, and her protection. She sent him to Bishop Juan de Zumarraga in 

Mexico City to request her great desire. (continued)  
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The Bishop dismissed the humble Indian without paying attention to his story. Two more times Our Lady appeared to 

Juan, requesting him to deliver the same favor. He did as she asked and finally the Bishop asked for a sign. So, Juan 

reported this to her and she promised to grant a sign the following morning.                   

  On December 12, while on his way to bring a priest to his dying uncle, Our Lady appeared to him for the fourth time. 

She assured him of his uncle's recovery and told him to gather fresh roses which he would find growing on the frosty 

summit of the rocky and barren hill. This done, she arranged the Castilian roses in his tilma 

(cloak) and hurried him to the Bishop, giving him an account of their origin. This is what is 

known as "The Miracle of the pink roses."  To the Bishop's amazement, when Juan opened up 

his tilma before him there was painted upon it a miraculous beautiful image of Our Lady  

exactly as she had appeared on Mount Tepeyac. The Bishop prostrated himself in veneration 

and soon after began the building of the Shrine on the top of Mount Tepeyac. The Basilica in 

Mexico City is the most important Shrine to Our Blessed mother, under the title of Our Lady 

of Guadalupe in all the American continents.           

  Juan Diego's cloak, marvelously preserved, can still be seen behind the main altar in the new 

Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, which is near the original Basilica site she requested.  

Millions from all over Mexico and the world make their way to venerate Our Blessed Mother 

and to implore her intercession. She stated to Juan, "Am I not here as your Mother?"  Photo: Wikipedia.org 

 

December 13    Santa Lucia    Christian    Around Christmas time in Sweden, one of the biggest celebrations is St. 

Lucia's Day (or St. Lucy's Day) on December 13th. The celebration comes from stories that were told by Monks who 

first brought Christianity to Sweden.  St Lucia was a young Christian girl who was martyred, killed for her faith, in 

304C.E.. The most common story told about St Lucia is that she would secretly bring food to the persecuted Christians 

in Rome, who lived in hiding in the catacombs under the city. She would wear candles on her head so she had both her 

hands free to carry things. Lucy means 'light' so this is a very appropriate name.  December 13th was also the Winter 

Solstice, the shortest day of the year, in the old 'Julian' Calendar and a pagan festival of lights in Sweden was turned 

into St. Lucia's Day.                            

St. Lucia's Day is now celebrated by a girl dressing in a white dress with a red sash 

round her waist and a crown of candles on her head. (Normally electric candles are 

used for safety!) The crown is made of Lingonberry branches which are evergreen 

and symbolize new life in winter. Schools normally have their own St. Lucia's and 

some town and villages also choose a girl to play St. Lucia in a procession where 

carols are sung.                      

 

A national Lucia is also chosen. Lucias also visit hospitals and old people's homes 

singing a song about St Lucia and handing out 'Pepparkakor', ginger snap biscuits.  

Small children sometimes like dressing up as Lucia (with the help of their parents!). 

Also boys might dress up as 'Stjärngossar' (star boys) and girls might be 

'tärnor' (like Lucia but without the candles).  A popular food eaten at St. Lucia's day 

are 'Lussekatts', St Lucia's day buns flavored with saffron and dotted with raisins 

which are eaten for breakfast.  St Lucia's Day first became widely celebrated in  

          Sweden in the late 1700s. St Lucia's Day is also celebrated in Denmark, Norway, 

          Finland, Bosnia, and Croatia. Photo: bluechurchart.com 
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December 16—24, Hanukkah (Jewish)     
Hanukkah (sometimes transliterated Chanukkah) is a Jewish holiday celebrated for eight days and nights. It starts on the 
25th of the Jewish month of Kislev, which coincides with late November-late December on the secular calendar.  In Hebrew, 
the word "hanukkah" means "dedication." The name reminds us that this holiday commemorates the re-dedication of the 
holy Temple in Jerusalem following the Jewish victory over the Syrian-Greeks in 165 B.C.E.      
 
In 168 B.C.E. the Jewish Temple was seized by Syrian-Greek soldiers and dedicated to the worship of the god Zeus. This up-
set the Jewish people, but many were afraid to fight back for fear of reprisals. Then in 167 B.C.E. the Syrian-Greek emperor 
Antiochus made the observance of Judaism an offense punishable by death. He also ordered all Jews to worship Greek 
gods.  Jewish resistance began in the village of Modiin, near Jerusalem. Greek soldiers forcibly gathered the Jewish villages 
and told them to bow down to an idol, then eat the flesh of a pig – both practices that are forbidden to Jews. A Greek officer 
ordered Mattathias, a High Priest, to acquiesce to their demands, but Mattathias refused. When another villager stepped 
forward and offered to cooperate on Mattathias' behalf, the High Priest became outraged. He drew his sword and killed the 
villager, then turned on the Greek officer and killed him too. His five sons and the other villagers then attacked the remain-
ing soldiers, killing all of them.              
 
Mattathias and his family went into hiding in the mountains, where other Jews wishing to fight against the Greeks joined 
them. Eventually they succeeded in retaking their land from the Greeks. These rebels became known as the Maccabees, or 
Hasmoneans.  Once the Maccabees had regained control they returned to the Temple in Jerusalem. By this time it had been 

spiritually defiled by being used for the worship of foreign gods and also 
by practices such as sacrificing swine. Jewish troops were determined to 
purify the Temple by burning ritual oil in the Temple’s menorah for eight 
days. But to their dismay, they discovered that there was only one day's 
worth of oil left in the Temple. They lit the menorah anyway and to their 
surprise the small amount of oil lasted the full eight days.  This is the mir-
acle of the Hanukkah oil that is celebrated every year when Jews light a 
special menorah known as a hanukkiyah for eight days. One candle is lit 
on the first night of Hanukkah, two on the second, and so on, until eight 
candles are lit.   
   

Every community has its unique Hanukkah traditions, but there are some traditions that are almost universally practiced. 
They are: lighting the hanukkiyah, spinning the dreidel and eating fried foods.   
 
Lighting the hanukkiyah: Every year it is customary to commemorate the miracle of the Hanukkah oil by lighting candles on 
a hanukkiyah. The hanukkiyah is lit every night for eight nights.  Spinning the dreidel: A popular Hanukkah game is spinning 
the dreidel, which is a four-sided top with Hebrew letters written on each side.     
   
Eating fried foods: Because Hanukkah celebrates the miracle of oil, it is traditional to eat fried foods such as latkes and suf-
ganiyot during the holiday. Latkes are pancakes made out of potatoes and onions, which are fried in oil and then served 
with applesauce. Sufganiyot (singular: sufganiyah) are jelly-filled donuts that are fried and sometimes dusted with confec-
tioners’ sugar before eating.  Photo: bigbackground.com 
 
December 16—24, Posadas Navidenas (Christian)   
Posada is a Spanish word for “inn”, and the Posadas Navideñas, which recall events leading up to the Nativity of Jesus, are a 
huge Christmas tradition in Mexico.  A Posada begins with street a procession that re-enacts Mary and Joseph’s search for 
an inn on their way to Bethlehem and is akin to a street-theatre musical.        
 
The protagonists of the story, most often portrayed in costume by children (and in many rural towns especially, a real don-
key is also present) walk a prescribed route around a local neighborhood asking, through means of special Posada songs, for 
‘room at the inn’; knocking on doors along the way.  Other children and adults follow behind, also participating in the Posa-
da songs.  Neighbors along the route open their doors and purposefully refuse Mary and Joseph (in song) until, at the end of 
the route, a designated house (or sometimes a local church) allows Mary and Joseph to pass and a Christmas party ensues 
there. (continued) 
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 The party often features villancicos (Christmas carols) and a piñata – a colorful 
papier-mâché figurine which is strung up on a rope and, when broken open by 
children hitting at it blindfolded with a stick, pours fruit and candy down which 
the children then scurry towards.  There is usually at least one Posada taking 
place in a neighborhood of every town on every night between the 16th and 
24th of December. Photo: vagabondjourney.com 
 

December 21, Tohji-taisai (Shinto)       
This is the grand ceremony of the December solstice, celebrating the joy of the 
ending of the yin period of the sun, when it declines in strength, and the  
beginning of its growing power, or yang period.  The sun is of central importance in Japan, expressing the presence of 
Amaterasu Omikami, the Kami of the Sun.  Read her story at: http://indo-engstories.blogspot.com/2013/04/japanese-
myth-amaterasu.html 
 
December 21, Yule (Wicca)   
Yule or the Winter Solstice is scientifically based on the standing still position of the Sun; this has been practiced for 
over 10,000 years by many cultures (especially Native Americans, Spanish and Mexican Indians) around the globe with 
ceremonies and festivals over 12 days). Yule is a kind of spiritual, psychic, and physiological renewal of mind, body, 
and soul involving the 4 elements (Earth or North, Air or East, Fire or South, and Water or West) and the 5th element 
being the Spirit Guide. The winter solstice is unique among days of the year--the shortest day and the longest night. 
Darkness rules but only briefly; from now until the summer solstice, the nights will grow shorter and the days longer.  
     
The Winter Solstice's turning point was carefully monitored in many ancient cultures. The stones in the circle at  
Stonehenge were aligned to ascertain the dates of midsummer and midwinter, as well as the positions of the moon 
throughout the year. Even older than Stonehenge is the tumulus at Newgrange in the Boyne River Valley in Ireland. It 
was built in approximately 4500 B.C.E. On the morning of the winter solstice, a shaft of sunlight enters the mound, 
travels down a stone corridor, and illuminates the spiral designs on the back wall of the cave.    
 
Yule is the celebration of Midwinter. The Winter Solstice is the longest night of the year, when the Sun King is re-born 
to light the world, to free it from the chilling grip of winter.  Traditionally a time of getting together, parties and  
festivities. In the past, villages and towns were often cut off from one another, going through the harsh part of winter 
alone. Yule was the hope which people hung on to, the hope for the return of warm weather and planting seasons. 
When Yule arrived, with it was cause for celebration, the source of life was re-emerging from darkness. 
 
At Winter Solstice, the Goddess is seen as the Mother. The Dark Mother, Mother Night, Mother Winter. Just as death 
is followed by re-birth, the Crone Goddess of Samhain becomes the Mother who gives birth to the Sun. The Dark 
Mother is the giver of gifts and the teacher of lessons. She gives her gifts and her love freely to her children, without 
limitations. We don't have to earn them. We don't have to "deserve" them. We simply receive them. We are worthy 
because we are.  The God at Yule - The gifts of the Mother are brought by the God, the Bring of Gifts. He is the one 
who carries them into the world to be used and enjoyed.  Old and tired by the longest night, the God goes to sleep in 
the arms of the Goddess and is re-born at dawn as the Sun, and fresh possibilities are re-born in us all.  He brings all of 
your hopes and wishes and dreams for the coming year with him. From him we learn to rest and be renewed when we 
are tired, and to trust, especially when life seems hard, that change will come.    
 
The Altar - The Altar at Yule centers around the Sun. A yellow candle, a picture, or a figurine can be used to represent 
the Sun. I like to use a white Altar covering, representing the snow covering the sleeping earth. Pine Cones and nuts 
represent the sleeping earth A Yule log, made from last year's tree, with a hole whittled in it holds the yellow candle 
representing the sun. (continued) 

http://indo-engstories.blogspot.com/2013/04/japanese-myth-amaterasu.html
http://indo-engstories.blogspot.com/2013/04/japanese-myth-amaterasu.html
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The Colors of Yule - Red and Green are traditional colors this time of year. White, gold 
(for the Sun King, and silver (for the Holly King) are also appropriate.  Incense, Herbs 
and Woods - Bayberry, cinnamon, frankincense, are the traditional Yule scents, as 
well as spruce or pine. Write wishes on bay leaves then throw them into the Yule fire. 
Holly invokes the powers of protection and good fortune. Birch, Pine and Ash make 
up the Yule fire, inviting protection and prosperity for the coming year. Meditations - 
Traditionally, Yule is associated with the longest night of the year, the hope of return 
of the sun and light, rebirth. In you meditations, you may want to think about how 
you might like to invite light, hope, and energy back into the world and your life.  
Photo: kappaphi.org 

December 22, Soyaluna (Hopi)     
The Hopi Indians traditionally believed that at the time of the Winter Solstice, the sun had traveled as far from the 
earth as he ever did. Only the most powerful humans could persuade the sun to turn around and come back to the 
pueblo. The purpose of Soyaluna, which is still held among the Hopi who live on the mesas of Arizona, is to prevent 
the disappearance of the sun at the time of year when the days are at their shortest.   
   
The main ceremony takes place in the kiva, a large, circular underground room that can only be entered by climbing 
down a ladder through a hole in the ceiling. Hopi priests prepare the kiva by scattering cornmeal around the floor. On 
the west wall of the kiva, a stack of corn serves as an altar, surrounded by stalks and husks. Each family has given 
some corn to make the altar. At the solstice, everyone assembles in the kiva for rituals designed to bring the sun back 
for another agricultural year.     
 
The preparations for the Soyaluna ceremony start by cutting pieces of cotton string and tying feathers and pinyon 
needles to the end. These are exchanged among friends and relatives during the day.  Sometimes this is done by tying 
them in the recipient's hair.    
 
The main celebration includes telling the story of the holiday.   Members of the tribe dress as snakes, warriors, and 
most importantly the Sun God. They pretend that the God is leaving earth forever in darkness. The black snake  
symbolizes the evil influences that are driving the sun away.  So the assembled chiefs make their offerings of prayer 
and meal to this black Plumed Snake to try to persuade him not to "swallow" the sun, like he does when there is an 
eclipse. The warriors must convince The Sun God to return by offering gifts, he comes and they celebrate. 
 
December 24, Christmas Eve  (Christian) 
Christmas Eve is the evening or entire day preceding Christmas Day, the widely celebrated annual festival  
commemorating the birth of Jesus Christ. It occurs on December 24 in the Western Christian Church, and is  
considered one of the most culturally significant celebrations in  
Christendom and the Western world, where it widely observed as a full 
or partial holiday in anticipation of Christmas Day. 
   
One reason celebrations occur on Christmas Eve is because the  
traditional Christian liturgical day starts at sunset, an inheritance from 
Jewish tradition, which in turn is based in the story of creation in  
Genesis: "And there was evening, and there was morning – the first 
day." This liturgical day is followed for all days in the Eastern rite, and 
the custom of beginning Christmas celebration (as well as Sunday and 
the other major festivals) in the preceding evening is preserved in  
western Churches that have altered the liturgical day to start at  
midnight. 
 
Since Christian tradition holds that Jesus was born at night (based in Luke 2:6-8), Mass or a worship service is  
celebrated on Christmas Eve, traditionally at midnight, in commemoration of his birth. The idea of Jesus being born at 
night is reflected in the fact that Christmas Eve is referred to as "Heilige Nacht" ("Holy Night") in German, 
"Nochebuena" ("the Good Night") in Spanish and similarly in other expressions of Christmas spirituality, such as the 
song "Silent Night, Holy Night".  Photo: myolosparish.org 
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 December 25, Christmas/Feast of the Nativity, Christmas  
(Old English: Crīstesmæsse, meaning "Christ's Mass") is an annual commemoration of the birth of Jesus Christ and a 
widely observed holiday, celebrated generally on December 25 by billions of people around the world. A feast central 
to the Christian liturgical year, it closes the Advent season and initiates the twelve days of Christmastide. The precise 
date of Jesus' birth, which some historians place between 7 and 2 BC, is unknown. By the early-to-mid 4th century, the 
Western Christian Church had placed Christmas on December 25.   The date of Christmas may have initially been  
chosen to correspond with the day exactly nine months after early Christians believed Jesus to have been conceived, 
as well as the date of the southern solstice (i.e., the Roman winter solstice), with a sun connection being possible  
because Christians consider Jesus to be the "Sun of righteousness" prophesied in Malachi 4:2.   
 
The original date of the celebration in Eastern Christianity was January 6, in connection with Epiphany, and that is still 
the date of the celebration for the Armenian Apostolic Church and in Armenia, where it is a public holiday. The  
popular celebratory customs associated in various countries with Christmas have a mix of pre-Christian, Christian and 
secular themes and origins. Popular modern customs of the holiday include gift giving, Christmas music and caroling, 
an exchange of Christmas cards, church celebrations, a special meal, and the display of various Christmas decorations, 
including Christmas trees, Christmas lights, nativity scenes, garlands, wreaths, mistletoe, and holly. In addition,  
several closely related and often interchangeable figures, known as Santa Claus, Father Christmas, Saint Nicholas and 
Christkind, are associated with bringing gifts to children during the Christmas season and have their own body of  
traditions and lore.  
 
December 26—January 1, Kwanzaa    
Dr. Maulana Karenga, professor and chairman of Black Studies 
at California State University, Long Beach, created Kwanzaa in 
1966. After the Watts riots in Los Angeles, Dr. Karenga 
searched for ways to bring African-Americans together as a 
community. He founded US, a cultural organization, and  
started to research African "first fruit" (harvest) celebrations. 
Karenga combined aspects of several different harvest  
celebrations, such as those of the Ashanti and those of the  
Zulu, to form the basis of Kwanzaa.  The name Kwanzaa is  
derived from the phrase "matunda ya kwanza" which means 
"first fruits" in Swahili. Each family celebrates Kwanzaa in its 
own way, but celebrations often include songs and dances,  
African drums, storytelling, poetry reading, and a large traditional meal. On each of the seven nights, the family  
gathers and a child lights one of the candles on the Kinara (candleholder), then one of the seven principles is  
discussed. The principles, called the Nguzo Saba (seven principles in Swahili) are values of African culture which  
contribute to building and reinforcing community among African-Americans. Kwanzaa also has seven basic symbols 
which represent values and concepts reflective of African culture.  There is a nice overview at  http://
www.history.com/topics/kwanzaa-history . Photo: kids.britannica.com 
 
December 26, Death of Prophet Zarathustra (Zoroastrian)       
The anniversary of the death of Zarathustra, the founder of the Zoroastrian faith.  His dates are uncertain: the ancient 
Greeks dated him c. 6000BCE.  Modern scholarship suggests he lived in the second millennium BCE.  Some of his 
hymns, known as Gathas, are preserved in the Zoroastrian scriptures. 
 

December 28, Feast of the Holy Family (Catholic Christian)   
The Feast of the Holy Family is a liturgical celebration in the Roman Catholic Church in honor of Jesus 
of Nazareth, his mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and his foster father, Saint Joseph, as a family. The 
Feast of the Holy Family is celebrated on the Sunday following Christmas, unless that Sunday is  
January 1st, in which case it is celebrated on December 30th. Photo: fatherdoyle.com 

http://www.history.com/topics/kwanzaa-history%20.C:/Users/KEnnisdu/Documents/2013_2014%20CUA%20students%20paperwork
http://www.history.com/topics/kwanzaa-history%20.C:/Users/KEnnisdu/Documents/2013_2014%20CUA%20students%20paperwork
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 December 31, Watchnight     

A watchnight service is a late-night Christian church service. In many different Christian traditions, a watchnight  

service is held late on New Year's Eve, and ends after midnight. This provides the opportunity for Christians to review 

the year that has passed and make confession, and then prepare for the year ahead 

by praying and resolving. The services often include singing, praying, exhorting, and preaching.  The founder of 

the Methodist Church, the Rt. Rev. John Wesley, originated watch night services in 1740, sometimes calling 

them Covenant Renewal Services.  The services provided Methodist Christians with a godly alternative to times of 

drunken revelry, such as Christmas Eve and New Year's Eve.  Today, a Methodist watchnight service includes singing, 

spontaneous prayers and testimonials, as well as scripture readings; the liturgy for this service is found in The United 

Methodist Book of Worship.  Watchnight service has added significance and history in the African-American  

community in the United States, since many slaves were said to have gathered in churches on New Year's Eve, in 

1862, to await news and confirmation of the enactment of the Emancipation Proclamation by President Abraham  

Lincoln, on January 1, 1863. 

  
 

 

Grace Notes 
Grace Notes is a daily inspirational email message for subscribers.   

If you would like to receive Grace Notes please email the Senior Chaplain and ask to be included. 
 

Example: 
 

 
May you have the gladness of Christmas which is hope; 

The spirit of Christmas which is peace; 

The heart of Christmas which is love. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ada V. Hendricks  
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