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Holy 
 Days with No Fixed  Date 

 
Pikkujoulu    Finland    Christian   This is a uniquely Finnish celebration; Pikkujoulu 
literally means “little Christmas” and originally fell on the night of the first Su8nday 
of Advent.  Today it has no fixed date and is actually a series 
of holiday festivities occurring throughout the month of De-
cember.  It is a blending of the customs of the pagan harvest 
festival and Christian Christmas.  The Finnish word for Father 
Christmas is “joulupukki” which translates as “Christmas 
goat”.  This came from the custom of creating a straw goat at 
the ancient harvest time and indicates that, prior to the influ-
ence of the German Saint Nicholas, Father Christmas was 
associated with an animal figure rather than a human one.  
Today straw goats are frequently a part of the Pikkujoulu 
decorations. 
 
Whirling Dervish Ceremony    (December 1—17)  Sirkeci Train Station Hall -             
Istanbul    Sufi/Islam     
  Known to the west as Whirling Dervishes, the Mevlevi Order was founded by 
Mevlana Rumi in the 13th century. The Order wrote of tolerance, forgiveness, and 
enlightenment. They survive today as a cultural brotherhood. They are not theatrical 
spectacles but sacred rituals. 
 The ritual of the Mevlevi sect, known as the sema, is a serious religious ritual 
performed by Muslim priests in a prayer trance to Allah. 
Mevlevi believed that during the sema the soul was released from earthly ties, and 
able to freely and jubilantly commune with the divine. Dervish literally means 
"doorway" and is thought to be an entrance from this material world to the spiritual, 
heavenly world. 
 The Whirling Dervishes played an important part in the evolution of Otto-
man high culture.   (Continued) 
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From the fourteenth to the twentieth century, their impact on classical poetry, calligraphy 
and visual arts was profound. Rumi and his followers integrated music into their rituals as an 
article of faith. Rumi emphasized that music uplifts our spirit to realms above and we hear 
the tunes of the Gates of Paradise.   See a short video at:                                                                        
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S45OJnQp6mI  
 

Holy 
 Days With Fixed Date 

 
December 1 First Sunday of Advent    Christian (West)    Advent is a season observed in many Western Christian 
churches as a time of expectant waiting and preparation for the celebration of the Nativity of Jesus at Christmas. The term 
is an anglicized version of the Latin word adventus, meaning "coming". 
 Advent is the beginning of the Western liturgical year and commences on Advent Sunday. The Eastern church-
es' equivalent of Advent is called the Nativity Fast, but it differs in both length and observances and does not begin the 
church year, which starts instead on September 1. At least in the Roman Cath0lic,  Anglican,  Lutheran,  Moravi-
an, Presbyterian and Methodist calendars, Advent starts on the fourth Sunday before December 25, which is the Sunday 
between November 27 and December 3 inclusive. 
 Latin adventus is the translation of the Greek word parousia, commonly used to refer to the Second Coming of 
Christ. For Christians, the season of Advent anticipates the coming of Christ from two different perspectives. The season 
offers the opportunity to share in the ancient longing for the coming of the Messiah, and to be alert for his Second Coming. 
 The keeping of an advent wreath is also a common practice in homes or churches.  The readings for the first Sun-

day in Advent typically relate to the old testament patriarchs who were Christ's an-
cestors, so some call the first advent candle that of hope. The readings for the se-
cond Sunday generally concern Christ's birth in a manger and other prophesies, so 
the candle may be called of Bethlehem, the way or of the prophets. The third Sun-
day, Gaudete Sunday after the first word of the introit (Philippians 4:4), is celebrated 
with rose-colored vestments similar to Laetare Sunday at the middle point of Lent. 
The readings typically relate to St. John the Baptist, and the rose candle may be 
called of joy or of the shepherds. In the Episcopal Church USA, the collect stir up 
may be read during this week, although before the 1979 revision of the Book of 
Common Prayer it was sometimes read in the first Sunday of Advent. Even earlier, 
'Stir-up Sunday' was once jocularly associated with the stirring of the Christmas 
mincemeat, begun before Advent.  The readings for the fourth Sunday relate to the 
annunciation of Christ's birth, so the candle may be known as the Angel's candle. 
The Magnificat or Song of Mary may be featured. Where an advent wreath includes 

a fifth candle, it is known as the Christ candle and lit during the Christmas Eve service. 
 
December 4    St. Barbara’s Day    Christian    The patron saint of miners, artillerymen and firemen, die heilige Barbara (St. 
Barbara, d. 306), has lent her name to an interesting Germanic Christmas custom that has its roots (literally) in pre-
Christian pagan times. But the legend of her martyrdom seems to have originated around the 7th century. Officially, she is 
one of the 14 Auxiliary Saints or Holy Helpers (Nothelfer), but as mentioned above, the Catholic church has declared her a 
non-historical person. 
 The traditional feast day of Saint Barbara is December 4th, and this date plays a key role in the interesting custom 
that bears the name of this virgin martyr. According to legend, Barbara lived in Asia Minor in what is today Turkey. Her fa-
ther 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. Incensed, 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, Dioscorus was struck dead by lightning (which may explain why St. Barbara is 
often invoked during thunderstorms).  (continued)  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S45OJnQp6mI
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Another important element of the Barbara-Legende 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 re-
gions 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. 
 
December 5    Last Day of Hanukkah  (see November’s Newsletter) 
 
 
December 5    Sinterklaas    Christian    Netherlands    Although he looks a bit like Father Christmas or Santa Claus, 
‘Sinterklaas’ (Saint Nicholas) is a very Dutch character loved by children and adults alike. His annual arrival and parade in 
Amsterdam and the traditional festivities that follow are a real treat! 
 The legend of Sinterklaas:  Saint Nicholas has had close ties with Amsterdam since 343 AD. Legend has it that 
Sinterklaas originally came from Turkey as St. Nicolaus, the Bishop of Mira, an honorable man who was kind to children. 
No one really knows why he then chose to live in Spain but historians point to the Spanish domination over the Nether-
lands in the past. 
 The medieval attire of Sinterklaas’ assistants, the Zwarte Pieten, is equally mysterious, leading one to conclude 
that they must have been stuck in chimneys for an awfully long time. Hence the sooty faces and time-warped costumes. 
Grand arrival in Amsterdam: With more than a kilometer of floats and boats, Amsterdam hosts the largest Saint Nicholas 
parade in the world. Sinterklaas sails into town mid-November every year (in 2013, that's on 17 November) with 600Pie-
ten and plenty of pepernoten (small spiced biscuits), welcomed by upwards of 400,000 spectators who line the canals. 
 The white-bearded legend traditionally makes his spectacular entrance into the city by sailing down the Amstel 
River and following a route through the city past the Nieuwe Amstelbrug, Torontobrug, the Hoge Sluis by the Royal Thea-
tre Carré and the Magere Brug. The waterborne parade ends at the Scheepvaartmuseum (Maritime Museum) where Sint 
is welcomed by the Mayor of Amsterdam.  
 The parade: Sinterklaas then trades his boat for his white 
horse Amerigo, and the parade continues through the streets. He's 
always accompanied by his band of merry helpers, the Zwarte Pie-
ten, who throw cookies and candy to the thousands of onlookers. 
After passing through the Prins Hendrikkade and the Damrak, Sin-
terklaas arrives at Dam Square early afternoon to kick-off a special 
musical program for kids of all ages. 
 As the musical portion of the day comes to a close, Sin-
terklaas continues on until he reaches the last stop on his tour – 
the Leidseplein, where he delivers a special message to his small-
est fans from the balcony of the Stadsschouwburg. 
(continued) 
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Once Sint is in town, children lay out their shoes before bedtime, along with water (or wine) and a carrot for the horse, in 
the hopes that there will be a gift left there by morning. The very good kids are usually rewarded with chocolate letters and 
marzipan while the naughty anxiously wait to see if they’ve been given coal, again. 
Although the feast of Saint Nicolas falls on 6 December, the evening of 5 December is the main gift-giving occasion during 
the holiday season in the Netherlands. Called 'sinterklaasavond' (Sinterklaas evening) or 'pakjesavond' (presents evening), 
Sint drops off a sack full of gifts on the doorstep before heading back to Spain. 
Following his late-night visit, much like at Christmas, everyone unwraps their presents from Sinterklaas and reads aloud 
the poems that have been written especially for each recipient. The author of these light-hearted poems remains anony-
mous. The day ends with songs and a nap-inducing feast, with treats like marzipan, chocolate letters, pepernoten(spice 
biscuits) and hot chocolate with whipped cream. 
 
December 8    Rohatso/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, Theravada 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 Buddhists also observe these three events in the life of the Buddha at 
the same time, during Saga Dawa Duchen, which usually is in June. 
 
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 in the womb, the Blessed Vir-
gin Mary was kept free of original sin,  so that she was from the start filled with the sanctifying 
grace normally conferred in baptism. It is one of the four dogmas in Roman Catholic Mariology. 
 The doctrine of the immaculate conception of Mary concerns her mother's conception of 
her, not Mary's conception of Jesus (the virgin birth of Jesus) nor the perpetual virginity of Mary. 
Although the belief that Mary was conceived immaculate was widely held since at least Late An-
tiquity, the doctrine was not dogmatically defined 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 or patronal feast, and in some as a national public holiday. 
  

December 12  Our Lady of Guadalupe    Catholic Christian (Mexico)    Official Catholic accounts state that on the morning 
of December 9, 1531 Juan Diego saw an apparition of a young girl at the Hill 
of Tepeyac, near Mexico City. Speaking to him in Nahuatl, the girl asked that a church 
be built at that site in her honor; from her words, Juan Diego recognized the girl as 
the Virgin Mary. Diego told his story to the Spanish Archbishop of Mexico City, 
Fray Juan de Zumárraga, who instructed him to return to Tepeyac Hill, and ask the 
"lady" for a miraculous sign to prove her identity. The first sign was the Virgin healing 
Juan's uncle. The Virgin told Juan Diego to gather flowers from the top of Tepeyac Hill. 
Although December was very late in the growing season for flowers to bloom, Juan 
Diego found Castilian roses, not native to Mexico, on the normally barren hilltop. The 
Virgin arranged these in his peasant tilma cloak. When Juan Diego opened his cloak 
before Bishop Zumárraga on December 12, the flowers fell to the floor, and in their 
place on the fabric was the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe, miraculously imprinted 
there.  The icon is displayed in the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, one of the most 
visited Marian shrines. 
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December 13    Maunajiyaras    Jain    A day of fasting, silence, and meditation on the five holy beings: monks, teach-
ers, religious leaders, Arahants (Jinas, enlightened masters), and Siddhas (liberated souls).  This day is also regarded as 
the birth of many of the Tirthankaras or Pathfinders. 
 
December 13    St. Lucia    Christian    St. Lucy (Santa Lucia) was a young Sicilian girl who vowed to live as a virgin in devotion 
to Christ. Her mother, however, arranged a marriage for her to a pagan suitor. To dissuade her mom by proof of a miracle, Lucy 
prayed at the tomb of St. Agatha. When the miracle happened, her mother agreed to leave aside the topic of marriage. 
 Lucy's suitor, however, had other plans, and revealed Lucy as a Christian. Authorities went to collect her, planning on 
forcing her into prostitution -- but they were unable to budge her, even after tying her to a team of oxen. She was then tortured by 
having her eyes torn out. They'd planned on torturing her by fire, too, but the fires kept going out. She was then killed by being 
stabbed in the throat with a dagger. 
 Because of the above, St. Lucy is the patron of those with eye problems, and is often depicted carrying her eyes (often on 
a plate), being tied to a team of oxen, with St. Agatha, or before her judges. Her relics lay in Syracuse for hundreds of years, were 
translated to Constantinople, and then to Venice where they may be venerated at the Church of San Geremia. Her head was sent 
to Louis XII of France, and reposes in the cathedral of Bourges. 
 Her name, "Lucia," means "Light," and light plays a role in the customs of her Feast Day. In Italy, torchlight processions 
and bonfires mark her day, and bowls of a cooked wheat porridge known as cuccia is eaten because, during a famine, the people 
of Syracuse invoked St. Lucy, who interceded by sending a ship laden with grain  

 Some of the loveliest St. Lucy's Day customs are Swedish: in Sweden, the oldest 
daughter of a family will wake up before dawn on St. Lucy's Day and dress in a white gown for 
purity, often with a red sash as a sign of martyrdom. On her head she will wear a wreath of 
greenery and lit candles, and she is often accompanied by "starboys," her small brothers who 
are dressed in white gowns and cone-shaped hats that are decorated with gold stars, and car-
rying star-tipped wands. "St. Lucy" will go around her house and wake up her family to serve 
them special St. Lucy Day foods, such as saffron buns and Lussekatter (St. Lucy's Cats), 
shaped into X's, figure-8s, S-shapes, or crowns.  

 
December 16—24    Posadas    Christian (Mexico and Central America)    The tradition of the Posadas was brought to Mexi-
co from Spain in the 1500's by Catholic Missionaries.  The Posadas commemorate Mary and Joseph's difficult journey from Naza-
reth to Bethlehem in search of a place for the Christ Child to be born. 
 In Spanish, the word means dwelling or lodging.  The Posadas begin on December 16 for nine evenings, culminating with 
the Posada on December 24 and Midnight Mass.  The Posadas are not to be confused with a mere Christmas party.  Instead, the 
Posadas should be seen as a religious event.  In Catholic parishes, parishioners and anyone who wishes to join in meet at the 
church at a specific time during the early evening.   
 The Posada begins with the recitation of the Holy Rosary, a very beautiful prayer to Mary, the Mother of Jesus.  The group 
begins to proceed from the church to the local neighborhood.  The Posada can be led by a small group carrying a manger scene or 
the Posada can become quite elaborate with a live donkey and parishioners who are dressed like Mary and Joseph.  Families in the 
neighborhood are already previously selected to participate in the Posada.  
 Usually three houses are selected where the Posada does not take place. The participants stand before the door of each 
house and sing a song in Spanish asking to enter the house.  A small group remains inside the house telling the outside group that 
it is impossible to enter.  Another family has been already selected to provide the Posada.  
The group proceeds along the street to the Posada house.  Again, the Posada group sings from outside of the selected house and a 
small group sings the response from inside the house where the Posada will take place.   
La Posada dinner, provided by the host family, includes such Hispanic 
dishes as tamales, menudo and posoli.  Each Posada ends with the tra-
ditional piñata.   
 The seven corners of each piñata represents the Seven Deadly 
Sins.  The beating of the piñata symbolizes the mortification that Chris-
tians exercise in overcoming personal sin.  The candy within each piñata 
characterizes the sweetness of God's grace made available through the 
birth of Jesus.   
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December 17   Sanghamitta Day    Buddhist    Sanghamitta Day honors the Arahant Ven. Sanghamitta (daughter of 
King Ashoka) for her travels to Sri Lanka to spread the Dhamma there and set-up the Bhikkhuni Order of Buddhist 
nuns in Sri Lanka.  She came to Sri Lanka with a sapling of the Bodhi Tree, the same tree under which 
the Buddha attained enlightenment. It is the oldest living tree with a known planting date (288 BCE).  
 
December 21    Yule    Wicca     
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 
 The Goddess at Yule:  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 God-
dess 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, espe-
cially 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 repre-
sent 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. 
 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 t he 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 ener-
gy back into the world and your life. 
 
December 21    Tohji-taisai    Shinto  This day marks the end of the sun’s decline (the yin period) and the beginning of 
its growth (the yang period). In Japanese spirituality, the sun is expressive of Amaterasu Omikami, the sun goddess 
and guiding spirit of the Japanese people. It honors the Sun Goddess.   “A long, long time ago, there was the female 
deity known as Amaterasu. One account says she was born from the god Izanagi when he used water to purify his left 
eye after a visit to the netherworld. Another says she was born after intercourse between Izanagi and Izanami (Nihon 
Shoki 720). She was the sun goddess and assigned to rule the High Celestial Plain (Takamagahara). Later she sent her 
grandson, Ninigi no Mikoto, to pacify the Japanese islands, having given him the sacred mirror, sword and jewels that 
became the Imperial Regalia. His great-grandson became the first Emperor Jimmu. She had a beautiful garden in 
heaven. When she was around, birds sang merrily and flowers bloomed happily. She had a younger brother, Susanoo, 
who was a storm deity and very mischievous. One day Susanoo looked around his sister's garden, and finding no one 
around, had a bad idea to show off what the could do.   (continued) He blew strong winds and scattered Amaterasu's 
beautiful flowers all over the area. Having seen her garden totally ruined by his misdeeds, Amaterasu was deeply sad-
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He blew strong winds and scattered Amaterasu's beautiful flowers all over the area. Hav-
ing seen her garden totally ruined by his misdeeds, Amaterasu was deeply saddened, and 
hid herself in a cave behind a thick, heavy rock door. The whole world became completely 
dark and very cold. Days and weeks passed without sun, and everybody became sick and 
depressed. One day a female deity said, "I cannot stand this anymore. I will dance to 
cheer you all." So she started dancing a lewd dance. Then musicians started playing en-
ticing music with drums and instruments. The dance and the music were so outrageous 
that everyone began laughing out loud. It turned out to be a big party in the darkness.  
Meanwhile, behind the rock door in the cave, Amaterasu heard the strange noises out-
side and wondered what they were. She approached the door, and found that the noise 
was music. She felt that something interesting must be going on outside, so she came 
even closer to the door. Outside, the strongest deity was awaiting for that moment. as 
soon as he saw the first line of light coming through the rock door, he pulled on the door 
with his full strength. Amaterasu came out and shined again and order was restored. The 
was the beginning of the country of Japan.   
 
December 24    Christmas Eve    Christian    Christmas Eve is the evening or entire day before Christmas Day, the widely 
celebrated annual holiday. 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 is widely observed as a full or 
partial holiday in anticipation of Christmas Day. 
 One reason celebrations occur on Christmas Eve is that the traditional Christian liturgical day starts at sunset, 
an inheritance from Jewish tradition. This practice is based on the story of Creation in the Book of Genesis: "And there 
was evening, and there was morning – the first day." This structure for the liturgical day is followed for all feast days 
throughout the year in the Eastern rite and is retained for Christmas (as well as for Sundays and other major festivals) in 

the West, where the liturgical day ordinarily begins at midnight. Many churches still ring 
their church bells and hold prayers in the evening before holidays; for example, the Nor-
dic Lutheran churches.[10] In some languages, such as the Scandinavian, Christmas Eve is 
simply referred to as "Christmas Evening". 
 Since Christian tradition holds that Jesus was born at night (based in Luke 2:6-8), 
Midnight Mass is celebrated on Christmas Eve, traditionally at midnight, in commemora-
tion 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". 
 

December 25    Christmas Day    Christian    Christmas (Old English: Crīstesmæsse, meaning "Christ's Mass") is an annu-
al commemoration of the birth of Jesus Christ and a widely observed holiday, celebrated generally on December 25by 
millions of people around the world. A feast central to the Christian liturgical year, it closes the Advent season and initi-
ates the twelve days of Christmastide, which ends after the twelfth night.  
While the birth year of Jesus is estimated among modern historians to have been between 7 and 2 BC, the exact month 
and day of his birth are unknown. His birth is mentioned in two of the four canonical gospels. By the early-to-mid 4th 
century, the Western Christian Church had placed Christmas on December 25, a date later adopted in the East. 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, or with one or more ancient polytheistic festivals that occurred near southern 
solstice (i.e., the Roman winter solstice); a further solar connection has been suggested because of a biblical 
verse  identifying Jesus as the "Sun of righteousness". 
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. 
(continued) 
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The celebratory customs associated in various countries with Christ-
mas have a mix of pre-Christian, Christian, and secular themes and 
origins. Popular modern customs of the holiday include gift giv-
ing, Christmas music and caroling, an exchange of Christmas 
cards, church celebrations, a special meal, and the display of vari-
ous Christmas decorations, including Christmas trees, Christmas 
lights, nativity scenes, garlands, wreaths, mistletoe, and holly. In ad-
dition, 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    Death of Prophet Zarathustra   Zoroastrian    The Zoroastrian holiday of Zarathust No Diso is celebrated 
in Iran on December 26 and by Parsis in May. It commemorates the death of Zoroaster, founder and prophet of the Zoro-
astrian religion. 
 The holiday is considered a day of mourning, and it is often marked with prayers and studies on the life of Zoroas-
ter.  The circumstances of Zoroaster's death are unknown. Many claim that he was assassinated while at prayer. This 
claim was popularized in a Persian epic poem called the Shahnameh, written around 1000 CE, or about 1500 years after 
Zoroaster's death.  Other Zoroastrians believed Zoroaster he passed away in his sleep. Both theories accept that he was 
elderly when he passed on. The Avesta, a collection of the oldest Zoroastrian scriptures, does not mention the manner of 
Zoroaster's death. 
 
December 26—January 1   Kwanzaa    African American    Kwanzaa is a week-long celebration held in the United 
States and also celebrated in the Western African Diaspora in other nations of the Americas. The celebration honors Afri-
can heritage in African-American culture, and is observed from December 26 to January 1, culminating in a feast and gift-
giving. Kwanzaa has seven core principles (Nguzo Saba). It was created by Maulana Karenga, and was first celebrated in 
1966–67.   Maulana Karenga created Kwanzaa in 1966 as the first specifically African-American holiday. Karenga said his 
goal was to "give Blacks an alternative to the existing holiday and give Blacks an opportunity to celebrate themselves and 
their history, rather than simply imitate the practice of the dominant society." The name Kwanzaa derives from 
the Swahili phrase matunda ya kwanza, meaning "first fruits of the harvest". The choice of Swahili, an East Afri-
can language, reflects its status as a symbol of Pan-Africanism, especially in the 1960s, although most East African na-
tions were not involved in the Atlantic slave trade that brought African people to America. 
 Kwanzaa was a celebration that has its roots in the black nationalist movement of the 1960s, and was established 
as a means to help African Americans reconnect with their African cultural and historical heritage by uniting in meditation 
and study of African traditions and Nguzu Saba, the "seven principles of African 
Heritage" which Karenga said "is a communitarian African philosophy".  During 
the early years of Kwanzaa, Karenga said that it was meant to be an alternative 
to Christmas. However, as Kwanzaa gained mainstream adherents, Karenga al-
tered his position so that practicing Christians would not be alienated, then stat-
ing in the 1997 Kwanzaa: A Celebration of Family, Community, and Culture, 
"Kwanzaa was not created to give people an alternative to their own religion or 
religious holiday."  Many African Americans who celebrate Kwanzaa do so in ad-
dition to observing Christmas. 

 2003 Kwanzaa celebration with its founder, Maulana Karenga, and others  

 See the official website for much more about the Holy Day and its traditions 

http://www.officialkwanzaawebsite.org/index.shtml     

http://www.officialkwanzaawebsite.org/index.shtml
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December 26    Feast of St. Stephen    Christian    St. Stephen's Day immediately follows Christmas, and the Church rejoices in 
this first testimony by blood to the fact of the Incarnation. Children love the Acts story about St. Stephen, who for love of God was 
stoned to death while praying for his enemies. It is also becoming a practice to pray particularly for our enemies, and it is appropri-
ate to remember the persecuted Church throughout the world and all the people who, 
like Stephen, are being afflicted for their faith. 
 St. Stephen was one of the first 'social workers' in the Church, and it was his 
task to organize meals to feed the poor. In remembrance of Stephen's work for the 
needy, the British people used to collect money throughout the year in little clay boxes. 
On the feast of St. Stephen or 'Boxing day' as it is called in Britain, these boxes were 
broken and the money was distributed to the poor. (This is the origin of the 'piggy 
bank.') 
In some homes and communities a box is labeled and set beside the Christmas tree. 
Members of the family, in gratitude for their Christmas blessings, choose one of their 
gifts for the "St. Stephen's Box" — clothing and other useful articles which are sent 
abroad to the poor or to a mission country. 
 "As the family gathers around the lighted Christmas tree in the evening to eat 
minced meat pie dessert, the mother or father reads the story of Good King Wences-
laus who "looked out on the Feast of Stephen" and who enjoyed eating his minced 
meat pie after sharing his meal with a poor peasant family. The story is delightfully told 
in More Six O'clock Saints by Joan Windham, and can easily be acted out by the chil-
dren. Afterwards all join in singing Christmas carols, especially "Good King Wenceslaus."  

 
December 31    Watch Night    African American    The Watch Night service can be traced back to gatherings also known as 
“Freedom’s Eve.”  On that night, black slaves and free blacks came together in churches and private homes all across the nation 
awaiting news that the Emancipation Proclamation actually had become law.  At the stroke of midnight, it was January 1, 1863; all 

slaves in the Confederate States were declared legally 
free.  When the news was received, there were prayers, shouts 
and songs of joy as many people fell to their knees and 
thanked God.  
  Blacks have gathered in churches annually on New 
Year’s Eve ever since, praising God for bringing us safely 
through another year.  It’s been over a century since the first 
Freedom’s Eve and tradition still brings us together at this 
time every year to celebrate “how we got over.” This celebra-
tion takes many African American descendants of slaves into a 
new year with praise and worship.  The service usually begins 
anywhere from 7 p.m. To 10 p.m. And ends at midnight with 
the entrance of the New Year. Some people come to church 
first, before going out to celebrate, for others, church is the 

only New Year’s Eve event.  

 
December 31    Ghambar Maidyarem begins      Zoroastrian    This Ghambar celebrates the creation of animals.  Gaham-
bars / gahanbars are six seasonal festivals or high feasts when Zoroastrians assemble to eat and share food communally. They are 
joyous occasions at which rich and poor met together, new friendships are formed and old disputes resolved. While each gahambar 
traditionally spans five days, nowadays it is the last day that is usually observed. The Gahambars are the only festivals mentioned 
in the Zoroastrian scriptures, the  Avesta .  
 Gahambars are a demonstration of beliefs, principles and values in action and are an expression of piety in thought, word 
and deed. Next to Nowruz, gahambars are festivals of special significance for Zoroastrians.  
 The food stuffs are contributed anonymously according to a person or family's means. Many community members volun-
teer to prepare the food, prepare for the occasion and serve the meals - without regard to status. During the meal, everyone sits 
together and partakes of the same food. The customs are an expression of egalitarian communal togetherness. The free and equal 
sharing of food with everyone, the environment of togetherness, goodwill and sharing - all serve to help build and strengthen the 
community.  
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Some Christmas Trivia 
 

 

The "traditional" portrait of the American Santa Claus was created by artist Haddon Sundblom as part of an adver-
tising campaign for what product? 
   a) Fisher Price toys;  b) Raggedy Ann dolls;  c) Coca-Cola;  d) Nutcrackers 
 
A plant used in decorating for Christmas is the "Noche Buena" flower. What is it commonly known as in North America? 
   a) Mistletoe;  b) Holly;  c) Poinsettia;  d) Amaryllis 
 
In North America, children hang stockings in the hope that they will be filled with candy and gifts. In some countries, such as France, 
another article of clothing is used for this purpose. What is it?  
   a) A shoe; b) A hat;  c) A mitten; d) A boot 
 
Which of the following countries criminalized the celebration of Christmas?  
   a) England; b) Scotland; c) Germany;  d) Poland;   
 
In Italy, legend has it that "La Befana" fills the stocking of good children with toys and sweets on the eve of the Epiphany. What mode 
of transportation does she use?   
   a) A chariot;  b) A mule;  c) A unicorn;  d) A broom 
 
Santa Claus is said to bring gifts to good children. What do naughty children get?   
                               a) A lump of coal; b) A rock;  c) A bag of dirt;  d) Nothing;  
 
According to the poem "Twas the Night Before Christmas", which of the following names is NOT attributed to one of Santa's rein-
deer?   a) Donder;  b) Dancer; c) Vixen; d) Rudolf 
 
The portrayal of Santa Claus as a jolly old elf began with a famous poem originally known as "A Visit from St. Nicholas". What other 
title is the poem also known by?   
   a) A Christmas Carol;  b) Old Santeclaus;  c) When Santa Claus Comes;  d) Twas the Night before Christmas  
 
According to Greek legend, malicious goblins called "Kallikantzari" would come up from their underground homes on December 
25th, and would play tricks on humans until the 6th of January. How could you repel or get rid of them?        
   a) Burn a log;  b) Burn old shoes;  c) Hang pork bones, sweetmeats or sausages in the chimney 
   d) All of the above 
 
One of the most popular Christmas stories of all time is "A Christmas Carol", the story of businessman Ebenezer Scrooge who chang-
es his miserly ways after being visited by ghostly beings on Christmas Eve. Who is the author of the book?   
   a) Henry James;  b) Charles Dickens; c) Mark Twain;  d) Washington Irving 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The legend of Santa Claus, the jolly old elf who brings Christmas gifts to good little boys and girls, evolved from the European custom 
of celebrating the life of a saint known as a generous man and protector of children. Who was he?     
   a) Saint Klaus;  b) Saint Wenceslaus;  c) Saint Christopher; d) Saint Nicholas 
 
 Answers:  c/c/a/a/d/a/d/d/d/b/d 


