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Holy Days of January 2016  
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Religious, Spiritual, and Cultural Occasions 

  January Holy Times With No Fixed Date 
 
Powamu Festival      Hopi    This festival celebrates the coming of the ances-
tral spirits, the Katchinas, to dwell among the tribe for the following six 
months.  This is also known as the Bean Planting Festival.  Early in the festi-
val baskets of wet sand are brought to the kivas (ceremonial meeting 
rooms).  A hot fire is left burning in the kiva throughout the 8 days of the fes-
tival and the door is hung with heavy blankets, so the inside is steamy.  
Beans are planted in small containers of the wet sand by each one who en-
ters the kiva; they sprout quickly due to the heat and humidity.  The conclu-
sion of the festival is a ceremonial dance in each of the kivas.  The next 
morning, the Katchinas “arrive” -members of the tribe with masks and 
adornments resembling the Katchinas.  Gifts are given to the children, and 
every child gets some of the bean sprouts. 
 
Iroquois Midwinter Ceremony      Iroquois Confederacy/ 
The Six Nations      This ceremony marks the beginning of the new ritual 
year.  There are many activities and rituals/dances which fill the nine days.  
Typically, a Bear Dance, which is a curing ritual, is held.  Dream sharing is 
also an important sacred activity; members share dreams with the whole 
gathered people.  Those who arrive at an agreed-upon accurate interpreta-
tion and charged with helping that dream become reality during the coming 
year. 
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January Holy Times With Fixed Date 
 
January 1    Vaikunta Ekadasi      Hindu      The significance of Vaikunta Ekadasi can be traced back to the             
Padma Purana (Hindu religious text). The Purana indicates that Bhagvan Vishnu took the form of ‘Ekadasi’ –  
female energy – to kill the demon Muran.  Impressed by ‘Ekadasi,’ Vishnu told her that whoever worships him on 
this day will reach ‘Vaikunta’ (heaven). 
  Like all Ekadasi days, devotees fast on this day and observe vigil through the night. Some people indulge in 
meditation, Japa (meditative repeti-
tion of a mantra) and singing of Hari 
Kirtan. Rice is avoided during ekadashi 
days as it is believed that the demon 
Mura finds a dwelling in the rice eaten 
on Ekadasi day. 
It is widely believed that the gates to 
the heaven open - the Gate of Vaikun-
tha - on Vaikunta Ekadasi. It is one of 
the most auspicious days in  the Vish-
nu Temples in South India. 
  The ‘Vaikunta Dwaram’ or ‘the gate 
to the heaven’ is opened on this day. 
This is the passage encircling the in-
nermost sanctum of the Lord. Scores 
of devotees queue up to pass through 
the Gate of Vaikunta in Vishnu Tem-
ples in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.   Photo: folknet.in 
 
January 1      Solemnity of Mary the Mother of God      Catholic Christian      The Solemnity of Mary, Mother of 
God is a liturgical celebration observed on January 1st. It is a holy day of obligation for Catholics, meaning that 
Mass attendance is required . 
The use of the word “Solemnity” here is not a statement about Mary’s personality. It is a designation used for 
certain days within the liturgical (church-based) calendar of the Church. Solemnities are the highest rank of litur-
gical celebration, higher than feast days or memorials. By celebrating a solemnity dedicated to Mary’s mother-
hood, the Church highlights the significance of her part in the life of Jesus, and emphasizes that he is both hu-
man and divine. 
 
January 1      Gantan sai      Shinto    

Gantan-sai, also referred to as Shogatu, is the Shinto New 
Year holiday. The faithful visit shrines, often at midnight, 
praying for renewal of heart, health, and prosperity. During 
the seven-day holiday, people wear their best clothing and 
visit the homes of friends and family to express their wishes 
for the coming year. 
 
Photo: huffingtonpost.com 
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January 5      Birthday of Guru Gobind Sing      Sikh      The birth of Tenth Guru Gobind Singh is known to Sikhs as Guru 
Gobind Singh's prakash, meaning "manifestation of spiritual light" and his birthday celebration is known as gurpurab, 
meaning "commemorating the guru." 
  Birthday celebrations of Guru Gobind's Singh Ji's prakash often involve a worship service which includes Rain sabaee 
kirtan, in which devotional hymns taken from Guru Granth Sahib, Sikhism holy scripture, or hymns written by Guru Go-
bind Singh in his collection, the Dasam Granth are sung throughout the night. 
 
January 5      Twelfth Night      Christian      In Christianity, Twelfth Night is a holiday on January 5 that marks the 12th 
and final night of the Christmas season. The Twelve Days of Christmas are the twelve days beginning on night of Christ-
mas (December 25) and ending on Epiphany (January 6). 
  In the Middle Ages, this December period was one of continuous feasting and merrymaking, which climaxed on Twelfth 
Night, the traditional end of the Christmas season. Contrary to popular belief, Christmas is not the "first day of the 
Christmas." Instead, it might be better described as the twelve days "after" Christmas. 
By ancient reckoning, days and nights were counted separately, and the important night was often the night before, not 
the night of, the celebration (hence modern traditions of Christmas Eve and All Hallow's Eve, or Halloween). The 12 day 
count actually begins with the eve of December 25, the "first night." The day of December 26 is the "first day," the eve of 
December 26 the "second night," and so on. The famous Twelfth Night is the eve of Epiphany, and the twelfth day is 
Epiphany itself. 
  During the twelve days of Christmas, traditional roles were often relaxed, masters waited on their servants, men were 
allowed to dress as women, and women as men. Often a Lord of Misrule was chosen to lead the Christmas revels. Some 
of these traditions were adapted from older, pagan customs, including the Roman Saturnalia. Some also have an echo in 
modern day pantomime where traditionally authority is mocked and the principal male lead is played by a woman, while 
the leading older female character, or 'Dame' is played by a man. 
  In Tudor England, the Twelfth Night marked the end of a winter festival that started on All Hallows Eve, which is now 
celebrated as Halloween. A King or Lord of Misrule would be appointed to run the Christmas festivities, and the Twelfth 
Night was the end of his period of rule. The common theme was that the normal order of things was reversed. This Lord 
of Misrule tradition can be traced back to pre-Christian European festivals such as the Celtic festival of Samhain and the 
Ancient Roman festival of Saturnalia. 
 
January 6      Epiphany/Dia de los Reyes      Christian  Many Christians around the world annually celebrate Epiphany 
on January 6. It is a public holiday in many countries and marks two events in Jesus Christ’s life, according to the Chris-
tian Bible. The first event was when the three wise men, or kings, visited infant Jesus. The second event was when St 
John the Baptist baptized Jesus. 
  Dia de los Reyes Magos is the Latin American celebration of Epiphany. In 
many Latin American countries, it is the three wise men and not Santa Claus 
who bring gifts for children. Children write letters to the wise men telling 
them how good they were and what gifts they want. In France Le Jour des 
Rois (the Day of Kings), sometimes called the Fête des Rois, is celebrated 
with parties for children and adults. The galette des rois, or “cake of kings”, 
highlights these celebrations. This cake is round and flat, cut into the pantry, 
covered with a white napkin and carried into a dining room. 
  Children in Spain fill their shoes with straw or grain for the three kings’ hors-
es to eat and place them on balconies or by the front door on Epiphany Eve. 
The next day they find cookies, sweets or gifts in their place. The “three 
kings” make an entry in many cities in Spain on Epiphany Eve, accompanied 
by military bands and drummers in medieval dress. 
  (continued)          Photo: spiderwebart.com 
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Epiphany refers not only to the day itself but to the church season that follows it – a season that has a varied length 
because it ends when Lent begins, and this depends on the date of Easter. 
It commemorates the first two occasions on which Jesus’ divinity, according to Christian belief, was manifested: when 
the three kings (also known as wise men or Magi) visited infant Jesus in Bethlehem, and when John the Baptist bap-
tized him in the River Jordan. The Roman Catholic and Protestant churches emphasize the visit of the Magi when they 
celebrate the Epiphany. The Eastern Orthodox churches focus on Jesus’ baptism. 
  Epiphany is one of the oldest Christian feasts. It was celebrated since the end of the second century, before the Christ-
mas holiday was established. Like other Christian seasons, the church appropriated Epiphany from an old pagan festi-
val. As early as 1996 BCE, the Egyptians celebrated the winter solstice (which then occurred on January 6) with a trib-
ute to Aeon, the Virgin. It is important to note that the holiday was established prior to the Gregorian calendar’s intro-
duction.     
Read more about Epiphany traditions around the world here: http://www.whychristmas.com/customs/epiphany.shtml 
  

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 Theophany, meaning manifestation of God. 
  The celebration of this Feast of our Lord begins on January 5, a day known as the Forefeast 
of Theophany. Depending on the day of the week, this could be an evening service with Ves-
pers followed by the Liturgy of Saint Basil or a morning service with Matins and the Liturgy 
of Saint John Chrysostom. Following the service on January 5, the service of the Blessing of 
the Waters is conducted. Prior to the evening or morning service the Royal Hours with the 
Typika are said. 
  On January 6, the day of the Feast, the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is conduct-
ed preceded by Matins and followed by the second Blessing of the Waters. 
  The Blessing of the Waters is conducted in the church; however in many places throughout 
the world services are conducted near open bodies of water. As a sign of blessing as Christ 
blessed the Jordan, holy water is poured into the body of water. An associated tradition has 

been the tossing of a cross into the water to be retrieved by divers. 
  The holy water from the church is given to the faithful to consume and to use in blessing their homes. In the weeks 
following the Feast, clergy visit the homes of parishioners and conduct a service of blessing using the holy water that 
was blessed on the Feast of Theophany.    Photo: goarch.org 
 

January 7      Baptism of Jesus      Christian      The Baptism of the Lord is the name of a distinct feast day observed in 
the Roman Catholic Church, the Anglican or Episcopalian Church, as well as the Eastern Orthodox Church, and is an 
important liturgical day for most Christian communities. This occasion memorializes the baptism of Jesus Christ in the 
Jordan River by John the Baptist. 
In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, the baptism of Jesus is recorded. In these three narratives, John is preach-
ing repentance and baptizing at the Jordan for the forgiveness of sins. Jesus comes to John, who at first is reluctant to 
baptize Him. However, according to the passages written by Matthew, Jesus persuades John to do so “to fulfill all 
righteousness.” 
John immerses Jesus and when He comes up out of the water, “the heavens were opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit 
of God descending like a dove and alighting upon Him. And suddenly a voice came from heaven, saying, 'This is My 
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.'” (Matthew 3:15-17) After this, Jesus goes into the wilderness and is tempted 
by the devil. Upon returning, Jesus begins His ministry. 
(continued) 

http://www.whychristmas.com/customs/epiphany.shtml
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  In the Gospel of John, there is no mention of Jesus’ actual baptism. John 
the Baptist twice points out Jesus as “the Lamb of God.” Further, the gospel 
records that John bore witness, and said, “I saw the Spirit descending from 
heaven like a dove, and He remained upon Him. I did not know Him, but He 
who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘Upon whom you see the 
Spirit descending, and remaining on Him, this is He who baptizes with the 
Holy Spirit.” (John 1:32,33) 
  Only in the Gospel of John are these powerful words of John the Baptist 
recorded: “He who comes from above is above all; he who is of the earth is 
earthly and speaks of the earth. He who comes from heaven is above all. 
And what He has seen and heard, that He testifies; and no one receives His 
testimony. He who has received His testimony has certified that God is true. 
For He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God does not give the Spirit by measure. The Father loves the 
Son, and has given all things into His hand.” (John 3:31-35)   Photo: allanbevere.com 
 
January 13      Maghi      Sikh/Hindu      Maghi, Makara Sankranti, the first day of the month of Magh. 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 pri-
marily 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 imperial army marching in pur-
suit 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. Follow-
ing 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. 
Significance 
  The day of Maghi is observed to honor the heroic fight of the Chali Mukte, or the Forty Liberated Ones, who sacrificed 
their own lives defending an attack by the imperial army marching in pursuit of Guru Gobind Singh. The action took 
place near a pool of water, Khidrane di Dhab, on 29 December 1705. 
  Sikhs celebrate the Maghi with an end to end recital of the holy Guru Granth Sahib and religious rituals in all the Sikh 

Gurudwaras. On the eve of Maghi falls the common Indian festival called the Lohri when 
bonfires are lighted in Hindu homes and alms are also distributed. . however The largest 
assembly, however, takes place at Muktsar (Punjab) where big fairs are organized and 
pilgrims take a holy dip in the sacred waters of sarovar and also visit several shrines. A 
mahala or big march of pilgrims from the main shrine to gurdwara Tibbi Sahib, sacred to 
Guru Gobind Singh, concludes the three-day celebration. 
Photo: allaboutsikhs.com 
 

 
January 17      World Religion Day      Baha'i       Baha’i is a form of faith that emerged in 19th century Persia and fol-
lows three core principles: unity of God, religion and humankind. The Baha’is believe that there is a single God and the 
spirituality of all religions in the world stem from this single god. They also believe that all humans are born equal and 
have the same rights and duties irrespective. 
Keeping in line with this philosophy, the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of the United States announced the 
institution of World Religion Day in 1949. The first such day was observed in 1950. 
The day calls for members of all religions in the world to recognize that all religions have common spiritual goals. 
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January 18—25      Week of Prayer for Christian Unity      Christian      At least once a year, Christians are reminded of 
Jesus’ prayer for his disciples that “they may be one so that the world may believe” (see John 17.21). Congregations and 
parishes all over the world exchange preachers or arrange special ecumenical celebrations and prayer services.    
  Ecumenical partners in a particular region are invited to produce a basic liturgical text on a biblical theme. Then an in-
ternational editorial team of WCC and Roman Catholic representatives refines this text to ensure that it can be prayed 
throughout the world, and to link it with the search for the visible unity of the church. 
Theme for 2015: Jesus said to her, “Give me to drink” (John 4:7) 
  Learn more about the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity on the website of the World Council of Churches at http://
www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/week-of-prayer/week-of-prayer 
 
January 20      Timkat      Ethiopian Orthodox     Timkat, which means "baptism" in Amharic, is the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church's celebration of Epiphany, which represents the baptism of Jesus Christ in the Jordan River by John 
the Baptist. The Timkat celebration in Gondar is considered the most colorful, vibrant festival of the year. 
  Clergy in their ceremonial robes, holding colorful liturgical parasols overhead, congregants in all white, children in 
crowns and colorful clothes, skipping along to keep up, and curious onlookers—create a vibrant parade. 
While the Epiphany is celebrated all over the world, Timkat (also spelled Timket , or Timqat ) is unique in its approach.       
On the eve of Timkat, the tabots, or sacred replicas of the Ark of the Covenant 
(containing the Ten Commandments), are wrapped in luxurious cloth and placed on the 
head of a priest to be carried out of the church in procession with the clergy. The pilgrim-
age ends just outside of the city at Fasilides’ Bath, whereupon a Divine Liturgy is cele-
brated around 2am. 
  As the vigil winds down and the sun begins to rise, the greater congregation files into 
the grounds around Fasilides’ Bath. It’s a truly moving sight to see the golden sunlight 
illuminate the 17th century stone structure, the faithful, dressed in traditional white 
robes, or shamma, gathered around the pool, the light reflecting off the water. At this 
point, the water is blessed and sprinkled upon the faithful. What happens next is what 
this religious celebration is perhaps best known for: some of the more devout (and per-
haps more adventurous) attendees enter the water and submerge themselves, creating 
a ritual reenactment of the baptism of Jesus, as well as a symbolic renewal of their own 
baptism. 
  The crowd of celebrants—clergy in their ceremonial robes, holding colorful liturgical 
parasols overhead, congregants in all white, children in crowns and colorful clothes, 
skipping along to keep up, and curious onlookers—create a vibrant parade through the 
streets of Gondar as they sing and dance their way back to the church to return the tabots. Later, locals retire to their 
homes for feasting.          Photo: fest300.c0m 
 
January 24—27    Mahayana New Year      Buddhist      Mahayana Buddhism, also known as the Great Vehicle, is the 
form of Buddhism prominent in North Asia, including China, Mongolia, Tibet, Korea, and Japan. Arising out of 
schisms—about both doctrine and monastic rules—within Indian Buddhism in the first century C.E., the Great Vehicle 
considers itself a more authentic version of the Buddha's teachings. The Mahayana accepts the canonical texts of the 
Theravada tradition (what they derisively call the Hinayana, or "lesser vehicle), but also have a vast corpus of philosoph-
ical and devotional texts. The most distinctive teaching of the Mahayana is that the great compassion that is an inher-
ent component of enlightenment is manifest in bodhisattvas (enlightenment beings); these beings postpone nirvana 
(final enlightenment) in order to assist and guide those beings still suffering in the cycle of rebirths. They employ what 
the Mahayana calls "skillful means," which is the ability to know the particular mental and emotional capacity of each 
individual, and to deliver guidance appropriate to those capacities. The Mahayana developed a vast pantheon of bodhi-
sattvas, Buddhas, and other powerful beings, and an complex array of devotional and meditational practices directed 
toward them. As the Mahayana moved beyond India, it took typically adopted distinct local cultural characteristics; 
thus the Mahayana pantheon in China is significantly different than that found in India, or that in Japan. 
   Since it is important to “be aware” of every instant as a new beginning, the celebration of a new calendar year is just 
one aspect of mindfulness. 

http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/week-of-prayer/week-of-prayerC:/Users/KEnnisdu/Documents/2013_2014%20CUA%20students%20paperwork
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/week-of-prayer/week-of-prayerC:/Users/KEnnisdu/Documents/2013_2014%20CUA%20students%20paperwork
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January 25    Tu B'Shevat      Jewish      Tu B'Shevat is the new year for the purpose of calculating the age of trees for tith-
ing. See Lev. 19:23-25, which states that fruit from trees may not be eaten during the first three years; the fourth year's 
fruit is for G-d, and after that, the fruit may be eaten. Each tree is considered to have aged one year as of Tu B'Shevat, so if 
one planted a tree on Shevat 14, it begins its second year the next day, but if that tree is planted two days later, on Shevat 
16, it does not reach its second year until the next Tu B'Shevat. 
  There are few customs or observances related to this holiday. One custom is to eat a new fruit on this day, or to eat from 
the Seven Species (shivat haminim) described in the Bible as being abundant in the land of Israel. The Shivat Haminim are: 
wheat, barley, grapes (vines), figs, pomegranates, olives and dates (honey) (Deut. 8:8). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Grace Notes is a daily inspirational email sent to those who request to receive them.  If you would like to receive Grace 
Notes please contact the Senior Chaplain and ask to be included.   

Below is an example of a recent Grace Note 
 
 

 

Sources for this newsletter: patheos.com; Fest300.c0m; allaboutsikhs.com; 
goarch.org; religionfacts.com; timeanddate.com; Sikhism.about.com; hindu-
blog.com; huffingtonpost.com; etfo.ca; bustedhalo.com; Wikipedia.com 
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