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The Holy Days of January 2015                        
Celebrations, Observances, and Information  

Religious, Spiritual, and Cultural Occasions 

Holy Days with no fixed date 
 
The Powamu Festival    Hopi    This is a mid-winter festival which occurs in late 
January or early February, lasting over the course of eight days.  This ceremo-
ny celebrates the return of the Katchinas—ancestral spirits—to their six month
-long stay with the tribe.  During 
this time the Katchinas imbue the 
tribe with good health and bring 
rain and blessings for the growth 
of crops.’ 
  Fires are lit in all the kivas—the 
ceremonial meeting rooms and 
baskets of wet sand are brought 
in; the kiva becomes warm and 
humid.  When the kiva is entered 
during this time a handful of 
beans is planted in the sand; they sprout quickly. 
  The end of the ceremony is a dance in the kivas.  The dancers are ornately 
dressed and the skin is painted red and white.  Groups of dancers travel from 
kiva to kiva throughout the night.  In the morning the Katchinas arrive bring-
ing dolls and rattles for the girls of the tribe and bows and arrows for the boys.  
Both are given the bean sprouts which have been growing in the kivas.  At the 
end of the festivities there is a feast in which the bean sprout is a main ingredi-
ent.  The sprout symbolizes growth and the coming of spring. 
  During the next six months the Katchinas appear regularly in masked               
ceremonies in the Hopi villages.  Photo: adobegallery.com 
 
Iroquois Midwinter Ceremony    This is typically held in January or February.  
When the dipper constellation appears directly overhead and the new moon 
rises the spiritual year begins.  The ceremony starts 5 days after the new 
moon.  It is observed by all the Six Nations of the Iroquois: Mohawk, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora.  The Big Heads announce the cer-
emony: these are masked figures who visit the longhouse ( originally a dwell-
ing, now, typically, a village gathering place).  They invite everyone.  The cere-
mony usually begins with a stirring of the ashes as a symbolic gesture of grati-
tude for the blessings of the previous year.  Then there are public naming cer-
emonies for the children, followed by dances. 
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Tobacco is an important part of Iroquois ritual—their names comes from ierokwa—they who use tobacco.  The smoke 
( from tobacco sprinkled on the embers of the fire or from a pipe) rises to heaven taking the 
messages of thanksgiving to the Creator. 
  There will be dreamsharing as well, when individuals share their dream publically so that the 
community may help in interpreting and finding resolutions to anything troubling.  The medi-
cine men, The False Face Society, will perform appropriate curing rituals once the dreams have 
been interpreted. 
  The two dances are the Bear Dance and Great Feather Dance.  The Bear Dance is a curing ritu-
al performed by both women and men.  The Great Feather Dance is one of thanksgiving to the 
Creator.  It is held on the next-to-last night.  It is considered one of the “Four Sacred Ceremo-
nies” essential for salvation.  Photo: firstnationsrituals.blogspot.com 
 
Lantern Festival      China      January or February    Buddhist       On the 15th day of the first month of the lunar calen-
dar, the Lantern Festival is celebrated in China.  This falls on the night of the first full moon of the year, about ten days 

after the Spring Festival.  The Lantern Festival dates back to the first century C.E., when 
Emperor Ming Di of the Han dynasty, in an effort to promote the learning of Buddhist 
doctrines, ordered the lighting of lanterns as a symbolic means of paying homage to Bud-
dha. 
  Today, the celebration includes fireworks, people walking on stilts, and folk dancing.  
Lanterns of all shapes and sizes are displayed.  In some areas it is popular to hang riddles 
from the lanterns and give prizes to those who guess the answers.  The tradition food of 
the festival is sweet dumplings, which symbolize reunion.  Photo: flickr.com 

 
Holy Days with fixed date 
 
January 1    Mary, Mother of God      Christian/Catholic      The Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God is a liturgical feast of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary celebrated by the Catholic Church on 1 January, the Octave Day of Christmas. In some coun-
tries this day is considered a Day of Obligation. 
  The feast was celebrated in the East before it was in the West, but by the 5th century it was celebrated 
in France and Spain on the Sunday before Christmas. In Rome, even before the 7th century, 1 January was used as a 
celebration of the Maternity of the Blessed Virgin Mary. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the Feast of the Circumcision 
of Christ had come to replace the Marian feast on 1 January. The celebration of the Feast of the Circumcision on 1 Jan-
uary was expanded to the entire Catholic Church in 1570 when Pope Pius V promulgated the Missal. In 1914, the feast 
of the "Maternity of the Blessed Virgin Mary" was established in Portugal, occurring on 11 
October. In 1931, this feast was extended to the entire Catholic Church by Pope Pius 
XI and maintained on 11 October. Following the Second Vatican Council in 1974, Pope 
Paul VI removed the Feast of the Circumcision of Christ from the liturgical calendar, and 
replaced it with the feast of the "Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God."   In the Extraordinary 
form of the Roman Rite, Catholics continue to celebrate this feast day with the old name 
"The Maternity of the Blessed Virgin Mary" on 11    October, and 1 January is the Octave 
Day of the Nativity of the Lord.  
  The feast is a celebration of Mary's motherhood of Jesus. The title “Mother of God” is a 
western derivation from the Greek: Theotokos, the God-bearer. The term was adopted at 
the First Council of Ephesus as a way to assert the Divinity of Christ, from which it follows 
that what is predicated of Christ is predicated of God. So, if Mary is the mother of Jesus, 
she is the Mother of God. Therefore, the title “Mother of God” and the “Solemnity of 
Mary, Mother of God”, which celebrates her under this title, are at once both  Mariological 
and Christological.  Photo: fisheaters.com  [From the Ghent altarpiece] 
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January 1      Feast of St. Basil      Christian/Orthodox      The Orthodox 
Church calendar does not start on January 1st. , but on September 1st. In dai-
ly living, however, the year begins on January 1st. This is a very important 
date in the Orthodox Church since it marks the Feast Day of one of their 
greatest saints, St. Basil the Great.  
  St. Basil was born in the year 330 AD in the city of Caesarea, Asia Minor. He 
was one of six children who all became saints in the Orthodox Church. His 
brothers and sister became priests, bishops, and nuns. St. Basil studied in 
Constantinople and Athens. Although his fame was spread over the entire 
Christian world of his day, he returned to his own home town and was or-
dained Bishop of Caesarea on June 14, 370 C.E..  
  St. Basil was an authority on the monastic life. He formulated the rules and 
regulations for the monks of his day, and these rules still prevail in most of 
the Christian monasteries of the world. St. Basil prepared the Divine Liturgy; 
although the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom is used 42 Sundays a year in the 
Orthodox Church, it is based on the slightly longer Divine Liturgy of St. Basil. 
The Liturgy of St. Basil is celebrated fully ten times each year: during the Len-
ten period, Christmas Eve, and on January 1st, the anniversary of his death.  
  St. Basil was indeed one of the greatest pillars of the Church. He loved chil-
dren and always assisted the sick and the homeless. He was the first bishop 
to establish orphanages and hospitals and old age homes. He first directed 
the attention of the Church to these unfortunate victims of society.   
  In many Greek homes, a special cake (Vassilopitta) is baked on the eve of St. 
Basil's Day (January 1st) with a gold or silver coin hidden inside. In the even-
ing, just before midnight strikes and the new [calendar] year begins, all the 
lights are turned off for a minute to signify the dawning of a New Year. The 
family gaily exchanges wishes for "A Happy New Year!" and the cake is cut: 
one slice for St. Basil, one for each family member, one for each of the pets, 
and then the largest slice of all is cut for the poor people of the world. In one 
of these slices is hidden the coin, which brings blessings to its recipient 
throughout the year.  
 
January 1    Gantan-Sai    Shinto      Gantan Sai is the Shinto New Year holi-
day. On this New Year’s Day, the Shintos visit the shrines, mostly at midnight. They pray for the renewal of their heart, 
prosperity and health in the year to come. The Japanese celebrate the 7 day holiday by making visits to their friends 
and family to express their good wishes for the year to come. They also wear their finest clothes on this day. 
  Shinto is an ancient Japanese religion and neither does it have a sacred scripture, nor does it have any founder. It 
does not have only one God but is deeply rooted in nature. At present, there are about 4 million followers of the Shin-
to religion around the world.  
  The word Shinto refers to the ‘way of the Gods’. ‘It involves the worship of the Shinto Gods or Kami’. Kami are the 
pure spirits of Nature.     
  The kami though divine are very close to humanity. They, like us, live in the same world, make the same mistakes and 
feel and think in the same way as us. Shinto followers or even people from other religions are considered as kami after 
their death. 

  There was no idol or representation of the kami, as they were regarded to be formless and 
pure. Shrines were built for the kami only after the arrival of Buddhism. 
  The Shinto rituals of kami worship have been taken from the Chinese Taoism and Confu-
cianism. Gradually, the syncretism between Shinto and Buddhism went on to become the 
main feature of the Japanese religion.    Photo:  thehogblog.efx3.com  

A Simple Recipe for Vassilopitta 

Ingredients 

1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter  

1 cup sugar  
3 extra-large eggs  

Grated rind of 2 large oranges  

Grated rind of 2 large lemons  
1/2 teaspoon crushed/powdered sour cherry pits (Arabic 

mahleb, Greek makhlepi)  

2 teaspoons crushed/powdered gum mastic (Arabic miski, 
Greek mastikha)  

4 cups flour  

2 teaspoons baking powder  
1/2 teaspoon salt  

1/2 cup milk  

1 egg yolk blended with 1 tablespoon milk  
sesame seeds  

blanched almonds  

a clean coin - a quarter will do nicely - wrapped in silver or 

gold foil  

Preparation 

1. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Thickly butter a 10-inch 
round spring form pan. 

2. In a large bowl of an electric mixer, cream the butter until 

it is light and fluffy. Beat in the sugar and beat until the mix-
ture is light. Beat in the eggs, one a time, beating well after 

each addition. Beat in the orange and lemon rinds, and the 
crushed/powdered sour cherry pits and gum mastic. 

3. In a separate bowl, sift together three cups of the flour, the 

baking powder and salt. 
4. With the mixer on low speed, gradually beat in the dry 

mixture alternately with the milk. The batter will be very 

thick. Using a wooden spoon, gradually blend in the remain-
ing flour, beating well until completely smooth. 

5. Spread the batter into the pan, press the coin into the dough 

until it is completely covered (don't let anyone see where you 
place it!), and then smooth 

the top. Brush the top 

evenly with the egg and 
milk mixture and sprin-

kle with sesame seeds. 

Gently press the 
blanched almonds into 

the top to make a Cross 

and spell out the date of 
the new year. 
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January 5      Twelfth Night/Epiphany      Christian      Twelfth Night is a holiday that is celebrated worldwide on the 
night of January 5, literally the twelfth night after December 25.  From December 25 to January 5 are the Twelve Days 
of Christmas when gifts are given and other holiday traditions take place. Twelfth Night signifies the end of the Christ-
mas holiday that had begun on Christmas Day. Some cultures also acknowledged Twelfth Night as the end of the win-
ter festival that began on All Hallows Eve, or Halloween as it is known today.                   
  The morning after Twelfth Night is January 6, the Epiphany holiday, also called the adoration of the Magi. This holi-
day commemorates the arrival of the Magi from the east who brought with them gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh 
and presented them to Jesus in Bethlehem. Because Epiphany is an important holiday for many, Twelfth Night, the 
eve of Epiphany, is observed with just as much importance as Christmas Eve or New Year’s Eve.  
  Leading up to Twelfth Night is the Twelve Days of Christmas that begins on December 25. This holiday includes many 
different kinds of traditions that are held around the world. There are feasts, song singing, and other merriment that 
finally comes to a climax on Twelfth Night. Traditionally, it was on this night that the Christmas tree and decorations 
were taken down and a kings’ cake was made for Epiphany the following morning.  
  The kings’ cake is perhaps the most well-known icon of the Twelfth Night celebration. Its exact origin can’t be traced, 
though many different European countries have had a variation of this holiday food for many generations. Its populari-
ty can be found in France, Switzerland, Portugal, Spain, Greece and Bulgaria. A version of the kings’ cake can be found 
in the United States, though it is most associated with the Carnival leading up to Mardi Gras.  
  The kings’ cake has changed a lot over the years, though the tradition is still held just as much as Christmas itself. 
Similar to a fruitcake, a kings’ cake was typically some form of cake with candied fruit or bread shaped into a ring. Hid-
den somewhere in the cake was a trinket of some kind. Older versions usually held a bean or a pea. Modern versions 
have a tiny plastic baby that in some cultures signifies the baby Jesus. Whoever ate the piece that had the bean or the 
baby was chosen as the king of the party. The “king” was then granted different privileges for the night, with the 
promise of supplying the next year’s kings’ cake.   Other traditions for 
Twelfth Night include lighting a candle for each day, giving gifts and 
lighting the Yule Log each night. And food and drink accompany nearly 
every celebratory activity throughout the evening.  
  In America, the celebration of Twelfth Night originated with the colo-
nists who brought their traditions with them from England. Of course, 
they adapted them to the new country, adding variations throughout 
each generation. On Christmas Eve, a homemade wreath was made from 
greenery and fresh fruits, and hung on the front door. Fresh fruits were 
often difficult to get and were considered fine foods. For this reason, they 
often were used as decorations prior to consumption. It was then during 
the Twelfth Night festivities that the wreath as well as the other decora-
tions were taken down to avoid bad luck in the New Year, and all edible decorations were consumed.    
Photo: timesunion.com 
 
January 5    Mahayana New Year      Buddhist      Buddhists today will be cleaning their homes, donning new outfits 
and wishing friends and family a blessed new year. Buddha statues will be bathed in ceremonial rituals, and in the 
temple, candles will be lit. In some communities, fireworks light up the night to announce a fresh start and a new year. 
Buddhist tradition has separated into Theravada and the larger Mahayana movement. Mahayana Buddhism began in 
India and encourages devotees to work toward enlightenment for all sentient beings—not just themselves. Mahayana 
Buddhism now encompasses Zen, Tibetan and Shingon Buddhism, and is practiced in Japan, China, Vietnam, Korea, 
Nepal and Tibet. 
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January 5      Guru Gobindh Singh Birthday      Sikh Guru Gobindh Singh (1666-1708) was the last of the ten Gurus, the 
one who transformed the Sikh faith. In 1699 he created the Khalsa (Pure), a community of the faithful who wore visi-
ble symbols of their faith and trained as warriors. Today the Khalsa comprises all practicing Sikhs. 
  Guru Gobindh Singh succeeded his father Guru Tegh Bahadur at the age of 9. His teachings were different from his 
predecessors' - he believed that no power could exploit the Sikhs. 
  He spent his childhood years studying Persian and Sanskrit, and was skilled in the art of war. His mission was to up-
hold right in every place and destroy sin and evil. In 1699 he chose the festival day of Vaisakhi as the occasion to trans-
form the Sikhs into the Khalsa, a family of soldier saints. 
  Guru Gobindh Singh introduced many of the customs that Sikhs practice    today.  Sikhs who have been through the 
Amrit ceremony of initiation become     Amritdhari, initiated Sikhs. They take new names and wear the 5 Ks - five 
physical symbols that Sikhs must wear. 
  He declared the Sikh holy book as his successor instead of a human being. The Guru Granth Sahib would thus be the 
Sikhs' guide forever. Sikhs give it the same status and respect as a human Guru. 

Buddhist Prayer for New Year  
By Ven. Shih Ying-Fa 

Abbot, Cloud Water Zendo, Zen Center of Cleveland, Ohio  
 
May our compassion, wisdom and loving kindness dissolve the poi-
sons of greed, hatred and delusion.  
 
Through our compassion may we constantly work to end the suffer-
ing of all sentient beings, feeding those who have little or no food, 
sheltering those who are homeless, comforting those who are un-
well, and assisting those who abuse substances, sexuality and each 
other. May we become a refuge for those in need.  
 
Through our wisdom may we truly see that all life is interconnected 
and respect it accordingly. May our wisdom build bridges of under-
standing to span the many chasms of divisiveness. May our wisdom 
help us to end prejudice of all kinds; may we have respect for all  
cultures and races; and may we show deep respect for all faiths, 
recognizing each of them as paths to True Understanding.  
 
Through our loving kindness may we put an end to fear, prejudice 
and hate, bringing peace to all and ending the scourge of war. May 
we see, as the Buddha said, that hate does not put an end to hate, 
that only love can end hate. May we share what we have, both spir-
itually and materially, so that all beings will benefit.  
 
May all beings have True Happiness; may all beings be freed from 
suffering and its causes; may all beings be one with the Highest Per-
fect Joy; may all beings dwell in equanimity, freed from discrimina-
tion and attachment; and may all beings dwell at last in the Realm 
of Perfect Peace. 
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January 6      Epiphany/ Dia de los Reyes      Christian      In western Christian tradition, January 6 is celebrated as 
Epiphany. It goes by other names in various church traditions.  In Hispanic and Latin culture, as well as some places in 
Europe, it is known as Three Kings’ Day (Spanish: el Dia de los Tres Reyes, la Fiesta de Reyes, or el Dia de los Reyes 
Magos; Dutch: Driekoningendag).  
  Epiphany is the climax of the Advent/Christmas Season and the Twelve Days of Christmas, which are usually counted 
from the evening of December 25th until the morning of January 6th, which is the Twelfth Day.  This is an occasion for 
feasting in some cultures, including the baking of a special King's Cake as part of the festivities of Epiphany (a King's 
Cake is part of the observance of Mardi Gras in French Catholic culture of the Southern USA).  
  In Mexico, Spain and other Latin countries it is when children receive the majority of their gifts from the Three Kings 
rather than from Santa Claus at Christmas. Before going to bed the children place their old shoes or a box filled with 
grass or hay under their bed for the camels with a wish list on top for the Three Kings. In the morning the shoes or box 
is filled with toys & gifts from the Three Kings. 
 The scripture does mention the three gifts but does not say how many 
came to visit. It was always assumed that if there were three gifts, then 
there were probably three people. Scholars estimate the number to be 2-
12, possibly more. Are you wondering why they make such a big deal out of 
when the Kings came and not when the shepherds or others visited? It's 
because the "Kings" (Wise Men or Magi) who brought gifts to the infant 
Jesus were the first Gentiles (non-Jews) to acknowledge Jesus as "King" and 
in doing so, the first to reveal that Jesus came for all people, from all na-
tions and races. Matthew 2:1 
   For many Protestant church traditions, the season of Epiphany extends 
from January 6th until Ash Wednesday, which begins the season of Lent 
leading to Easter.  Depending on the timing of Easter, this longer period of 
Epiphany includes from four to nine Sundays.  Other traditions, especially 
the Roman Catholic tradition, observe Epiphany as a single day, with the 
Sundays following Epiphany counted as Ordinary Time. In some western traditions, the last Sunday of Epiphany is cel-
ebrated as Transfiguration Sunday. 
  The term epiphany means "to show" or "to make known" or even "to reveal." In Western churches, it remembers the 
coming of the wise men bringing gifts to visit the Christ child, who by so doing "reveal" Jesus to the world as Lord and 
King. In some Central and South American countries influenced by Catholic tradition, Three Kings’ Day, or the night 
before, is the time for opening Christmas presents.  
  The colors of Epiphany are usually the colors of Christmas, white and gold, the colors of celebration, newness, and 
hope that mark the most sacred days of the church year.  
The traditional liturgical symbols of Epiphany are usually associated with the Magi. The symbols include either three 
crowns or a single crown, various portrayals of the Magi or Wise Men, three gifts, a five pointed star, or a combination 
of a star and crown. A more modern symbol of Epiphany is a globe or a stylized portrayal of the world. 
  Around January 6, the symbol +C+B+M+ with two numbers before and two numbers after (for example, 
20+C+B+M+15) is sometimes seen written in chalk above the doorway of Christian homes. The letters are the initials 
of the traditional names of the Three Magi: Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar. These letters also abbreviate the Latin 
phrase Christus mansionem benedicat, "May Christ bless the house." The beginning and ending numbers are the year, 
2015 in the example above. The crosses represent Christ.  Photo: redemptoristpreacher.com 
 
January 6    Nativity of Christ    Armenian Orthodox Christian    Historically, in the East the Nativity of Christ was cele-
brated together with Epiphany on the 6th of January, while in the West the Nativity was celebrated before Epiphany. 
In the East, the celebration centered in the Theophany of Christ witnessed by the other two Persons of the Holy Trinity 
and in connection with the Birth of Christ. The Armenian Monophysites, who have preserved the ancient tradition of 
combining the Nativity with Epiphany, still celebrate the Nativity of Christ on the evening of January 5th and Epiphany 
with the Sanctification of the Waters on the 6th of January. 
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January 6     Feast of the Theophany    Orthodox Christian    The Feast of the Holy Theophany (Epiphany) of our Lord 
God and Savior Jesus Christ is celebrated each year on January 6. The Feast commemorates the Baptism of Christ and 
the divine revelation of the Holy Trinity. At the Baptism of Christ, all three Persons of the Holy Trinity—Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit—were made manifest. Thus, the name of the Feast is Epiphany, meaning manifestation, or The-
ophany, meaning manifestation of God   [for an interesting article see http://www.goarch.org/special/
listen_learn_share/epiphany ] 
 
January 7    Nativity of Christ    Orthodox Christian     Because most Orthodox churches use the Julian calendar rather 
than the Gregorian version of the Western calendar they celebrate Christmas 13 days later than other Christian 
churches. 
 
January 7    Christmas Day    Ethiopian/Rastafari    Lidät is an Amharic word meaning 
“Birthday”.  
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, one of the oldest Christian Churches in the world, has 
been celebrating the Birth of Christ on the 7th of January long before European Christen-
dom even came up with its own version of Christmas.  Tradition has it that Balthasar, one 
of the Three Kings, was from Ethiopia, and is often depicted as a Black man even in the 
West. 
  In Ethiopia, Lidät is celebrated with a special service at church. The more devout will fast 
on the gahad (“Christmas Eve”), and the even more devout for 40 days prior. At home, a 
big feast is prepared. The main decoration depicts the Manger scene, where the Three Kings pay homage to the In-
fant. Tradition has it that Balthasar, the Ethiopian King, brought the frankincense.  Only children get presents.  
Photo: resources.elca.org 
 
January 11    Baptism of the Lord    Christian    The Baptism of the Lord (or the Baptism of Christ) is the feast day com-
memorating the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. Originally the baptism of Christ was cele-
brated on Epiphany, which commemorates the coming of the Magi, the baptism of Christ, and the wedding at Cana. 
Over time in the West, however, the celebration of the baptism of the Lord came to be commemorated as a distinct 
feast from Epiphany.  
 
January 13    Maghi    Sikh    Maghi is the occasion when Sikhs commemorate the sacrifice of forty Sikhs, who fought 
for Guru Gobind Singh Ji. 
  The eve of Maghi is the common Indian festival of Lohri when bonfires are lit in Hindu homes to greet the birth of 
sons in the families and alms are distributed. In the morning, people go out for an early-hour dip in nearby tanks. For 
Sikhs, Maghi means primarily the festival at Muktsar, a district town of the Punjab, in commemoration of the heroic 
fight of the Chali Mukte, literally, the Forty Liberated Ones, who laid down their lives warding off an attack by an im-
perial army marching in pursuit of Guru Gobind Singh. 
  The action took place near a pool of water, Khidrane di Dhab, on 29 December 1705. The bodies were cremated the 
following day, the first of Magh (hence the name of the festival), which now falls usually on the 13th of January. Fol-
lowing the custom of the Sikhs to observe their anniversaries of happy and tragic events alike, Maghi is celebrated 
with end-to-end recital of the Guru Granth Sahib and religious divans in almost all gurdwaras.    
 
January 13    St. Hilary’s Day    Christian    St. Hilary of Poitiers (c. 315-c. 367 C.E.) was a French theologian who, as 
bishop of Poitiers, defended the divinity of Christ against Arianism, which affirmed that Christ was not truly divine be-
cause He was a "created" being. The so-called "Hilary term," beginning in January at Oxford and Dublin universities, is 
named after him. At one time the phrase also referred to a term or session of the High Court of Justice in England. Ac-
cording to tradition St. Hilary's Day—observed on January 13 by Anglicans but on January 14 by Roman Catholics—is 
the coldest day of the year.  

http://www.goarch.org/special/listen_learn_share/epiphany
http://www.goarch.org/special/listen_learn_share/epiphany
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January 15    World Religion Day    Bahá’í     Bahá’ís  are urged to “Consort with the followers of all religions in a spirit 
of friendliness and fellowship.” One way they do this is through the commemoration of World Religion Day. 
  World Religion Day was initiated in 1950 by the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of the United States. The 
Assembly’s purpose was to call attention to the harmony of spiritual principles and the oneness of the world’s religions 
and to emphasize that religion is the motivating force for world unity. 
  As stated in Bahá’í scripture: “religion should be the cause of love and agreement, a bond to unify all mankind for it is 
a message of peace and goodwill to man from God,” and “Religion is the greatest of all means for the establishment of 
order in the world and for the peaceful contentment of all that dwell therein.”  
  It is observed the third Sunday in January by Bahá’ís in the United States and increasingly by people around the 
globe, with interfaith discussions, conferences and other events that foster understanding and communication among 
the followers of all religions. 
  Following is a portion of a Bahá’í prayer that is frequently read on World Religion Day: 
O Thou kind Lord! Unite all. Let the religions agree and make the nations one, so that they may see each other as one fam-
ily and the whole earth as one home. May they all live together in perfect harmony. 
God! Raise aloft the banner of the oneness of mankind. 
O God! Establish the Most Great Peace. 
Cement Thou, O God, the hearts together. 
O Thou kind Father, God! Gladden our hearts through the fragrance of Thy love. Brighten our eyes through the Light of 
Thy Guidance. Delight our ears with the melody of Thy Word, and shelter us all in the Stronghold of Thy Providence. 
Thou art the Mighty and Powerful, Thou art the Forgiving and Thou art the One Who overlooketh the shortcomings of all 
mankind.  
-Abdu’l-Baha 
 
January 18—25    Week of Prayer for Christian Unity    At least once a year, many Christians become aware of the 
great diversity of ways of adoring God. Hearts are touched, and people realize that their neighbors' ways are not so 
strange.    
  The event that touches off this special experience is something called the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. Tradi-
tionally celebrated between 18-25 January (in the northern hemisphere) or at Pentecost (in the southern hemisphere), 
the Week of Prayer enters into congregations and parishes all over the world. Pulpits are exchanged, and special ecu-
menical worship services are arranged.            The 
Week of Prayer for began in 1908 as the Octave of Christian Unity, and focused on prayer for church unity. The dates 
of the week were proposed by Father Paul Wattson, cofounder of the Graymoor Franciscan Friars. 
  Ecumenical partners in a particular region are asked to prepare a basic text on a biblical theme. Then an international 
group with World Council of Churches-sponsored (Protestant and Orthodox) and Roman Catholic participants edits 

this text and ensures that it is linked with the search for the unity of the church.    
  The text is jointly published by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and 
World Council of Churches, through the Council's Commission on Faith and Order, which 
also accompanies the entire production process of the text. The final material is sent to 
member churches and Roman Catholic dioceses, and they are invited to translate the text 
and contextualize it for their own use. 
Theme for 2015: 
Jesus said to her: "Give me to drink"  (John 4:7)   BIBLICAL TEXT:  A woman of Samaria came to draw 
water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”  
Photo: geii.org 
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January 20    Timkat    Ethiopian Orthodox Christian    Timkat is the greatest festival of the year, falling on 19/20  Jan-
uary, just two weeks after the Ethiopian Christmas. It is actually a three-day affair, beginning on the Eve of Timkat 
with dramatic and colorful processions. The following morning Christ's baptism in the Jordan River by John the Baptist 
is commemorated. The third day is devoted to the Feast of St. Michael, the archangel, one of Ethiopia's most popular 
saints. 
  Since October and the end of the rains, the country has been drying up steadily. The sun blazes down from a clear 
blue sky and the Festival of Timkat always takes place in glorious weather.  
Enormous effort is put into the occasion. Tej and tella (Ethiopian mead and beer) are brewed, special bread is baked, 
and the fat-tailed African sheep are fattened for slaughter.  Gifts are prepared for the children and new clothes pur-
chased or old mended and laundered.  
   Everyone - men, women, and children dress in the dazzling white of the traditional dress, a dramatic contrast to the 
jewel colors of the ceremonial velvets and satins of the priests' robes and sequined velvet umbrellas. 
  On the eve of the 18/19 January, Ketera, the priests remove the tabots from each church and bless the water of the 
pool or river where the next days celebration will take place. It is the tabot (symbolizing the Ark of the Covenant con-
taining the Ten Commandments) rather than the church building which is consecrated, and it is accorded extreme rev-
erence. Not to be desecrated by the gaze of the layman, the engraved wooden or stone slab is carried under layers of 
rich cloth.  
  In Addis Ababa, many churches bring their tabots to Jan Meda (the horse racing course of imperial day) accompanied 
by priests bearing prayer sticks and sistra, the ringing of bells and blowing of trumpets, and swinging bronze censors 
from which wisps of incense smoke escape into the evening air. The tabots rest in their special tent in the meadow, 
each hoisting a proud banner depicting the church's saint in front.  
  The priests pray throughout the long cold night and mass is performed around 2:00 a.m. Huge crowds of people 
camp out, eating and drinking by the light of flickering fires and torches. Towards dawn the patriarch dips a golden 
cross and extinguishes a burning consecrated candle in the altar. Then he sprinkles water on the assembled congrega-
tion in commemoration of Christ's baptism. Many of the more fervent leap fully dressed into the water to renew their 
vows.  
  Following the baptism the tabots start back to their respective churches, while feasting, singing and dancing contin-
ue at Jan Meda. The procession winds through town again as the horsemen cavort alongside, their mounts handsome-
ly decorated with red tassels, embroidered saddlecloths, and silver bridles. The elders march solemnly, accompanied 
by singing leaping priests and young men, while the beating of staffs and prayer sticks recalls the ancient rites of the 
Old Testament. 
Photo: demotix.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
January 24    Vasant Panchami    Hindu   This festival is celebrated every year on the 5th day or ‘Panchami’ of the 
bright fortnight of the lunar month of Magha, which falls during January-February, .  ‘Vasant’ comes from the word 
‘spring’ as this festival heralds the beginning of the spring season. 
  It is believed that on this day goddess Saraswati was born. Hindus celebrate Vasant Panchami with great fervor in 
temples, homes and even schools and colleges. Saraswati’s favorite color white assumes special significance on this 
day. Statues of the goddess are dressed in white clothes and are worshiped by devotees adorning white garments. 
Saraswati is offered sweets which are given away as ‘prasad’ to all people attending the ritual worship. There is also a 
custom of ancestor worship, known as ‘Pitri-Tarpan’ in many parts of India during Vasant Panchami. (continued) 
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The most significant aspect of Vasant Panchami is that it is also the most auspicious day to 
begin laying one’s foundations of education – of how to read and write. Pre-school children 
are given their first lesson in reading and writing on this day. All Hindu educational institu-
tions conduct special prayer for Saraswati on this day. It is also a great day to inaugurate 
training institutes and new schools – a trend made famous by the renowned Indian educa-
tionist Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya (1861-1946), who founded the Banaras Hindu Universi-
ty on Vasant Panchami day in 1916. 
  During Vasant Panchami, the advent of spring is felt in the air as the season undergoes 
change. New leaves and blossoms appear in the trees with the promise of new life and hope. 
Vasant Panchami also announces the arrival of another big springtime event in the Hindu  
calendar - Holi, the festival of colors.  Photo: astrocamp.com 

 
January 25      Conversion of St. Paul      Christian      Paul’s entire life can be explained in terms of one experience—his 
meeting with Jesus on the road to Damascus. In an instant, he saw that all the zeal of his dynamic personality was be-
ing wasted, like the strength of a boxer swinging wildly. Perhaps he had never seen Jesus, who was only a few years 
older. But he had acquired a zealot’s hatred of all Jesus stood for, as he began to harass the Church: “...entering house 
after house and dragging out men and women, he handed them over for imprisonment” (Acts 8:3b). Now he himself 
was “entered,” possessed, all his energy harnessed to one goal—being a slave of Christ in the ministry of reconcilia-
tion, an instrument to help others experience the one Savior. 
  One sentence determined his theology: “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:5b). Jesus was mysteriously 
identified with people—the loving group of people Saul had been running down like criminals. Jesus, he saw, was the 
mysterious fulfillment of all he had been blindly pursuing. 
  From then on, his only work was to “present everyone perfect in Christ. For this I labor and struggle, in accord with 
the exercise of his power working within me” (Colossians 1:28b-29). “For our gospel did not come to you in word 

alone, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and [with] much conviction” (1 Thessalonians 
1:5a). 
  Paul’s life became a tireless proclaiming and living out of the message of the cross: Chris-
tians die baptismally to sin and are buried with Christ; they are dead to all that is sinful and 
unredeemed in the world. They are made into a new creation, already sharing Christ’s victo-
ry and someday to rise from the dead like him. Through this risen Christ the Father pours 
out the Spirit on them, making them completely new. 
  So Paul’s great message to the world was: You are saved entirely by God, not by anything 
you can do. Saving faith is the gift of total, free, personal and loving commitment to Christ, 
a commitment that then bears fruit in more “works” than the Law could ever contemplate. 
Photo: londonist.com  A statue of Paul by Bruce Denny outside St. Paul’s Cathedral, London 
 

GRACE NOTES 
Grace Notes is a daily inspirational email sent to subscribers from the Office of InterFaith Pastoral and Spiritual Care. 

If you would like to receive Grace Notes, please email the Senior Chaplain and ask to be included. 
Here is an example. 

 
I hope you will have a wonderful year, that you'll dream dangerously and outrageously, that you'll make something 
that didn't exist before you made it, that you will be loved and that you will be liked, and that you will have people to 
love and to like in return. And, most importantly (because I think there should be more kindness and more wisdom in 
the world right now), that you will, when you need to be, be wise, and that you will always be kind.   ― Neil Gaiman 
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