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

Religious, Spiritual, and Cultural Occasions 

February is Black History Month 
The Theme for the 2014 month-long recognition is 
“Civil Rights in America” in honor of the 50th  
anniversary of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. 
See http://dc.about.com/cs/walkingtours/a/
Blackhistory.htm for details about the many  
activities available in Washington , DC throughout the 
month. 
 
Book cover photo courtesy Barnes and Nobel 
 
 
Aboriginal Spirituality 
       February is Buxwlaks, the season of blowing needles.  The wind shakes loose 
the frozen pine needles and the new year approaches. 
       It is also Aboriginal Storytelling month among the native people of Canada.  
Storytelling is an honored pastime, used to teach, entertain, and remember.  
Events will be held in schools, libraries, community centers. 
 
The Kwakiutl Winter Ceremony 
The Kwakiutl  spirituality goes back to a time before people, when the world was 
ruled by animals such as bears, wolves, seals,  ravens, bees, owls and the Orca 
whale.  The winter ceremony acknowledges and  
reaffirms the people’s connection with this world. There are dances and feasts 
over many days, as well as initiations into the secret societies. 
       One of the most important dances is the Hamatsa Dance.  Another  
important activity is the hosting of a Potlatch, which is a gift-giving gathering.  A 

family will give away most, if not all, 
of their wealth and material goods to 
demonstrate goodwill to the rest of 
the tribe 
 
The following website has a  
wonderful exhibit about Potlatch: 
http://peabody2.ad.fas.harvard.edu/
potlatch/ 
 

Transformation Mask by Richard Hunt, Southern Kwakiutl   
www.artsconnected.org 
 

http://dc.about.com/cs/walkingtours/a/Blackhistory.htm
http://dc.about.com/cs/walkingtours/a/Blackhistory.htm
http://peabody2.ad.fas.harvard.edu/potlatch/
http://peabody2.ad.fas.harvard.edu/potlatch/
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Mardi Gras or Carnival    A Christian holiday and popular cultural phenomenon, Mardi Gras dates back thousands of 
years to pagan spring and fertility rites. Also known as Carnival, it is celebrated in many countries around the world–
mainly those with large Roman Catholic populations–on the day (sometimes days or even weeks)  before the religious 
season of Lent begins. Brazil, Venice and New Orleans play host to some of the holiday's most famous public festivi-
ties, drawing thousands of tourists and revelers every year.  
 According to historians, Mardi Gras dates back thousands of years to pagan celebrations of spring and fertility, 
including the raucous Roman festivals of Saturnalia and Lupercalia. When Christianity arrived in Rome, religious  
leaders decided to incorporate these popular local traditions into the new faith, an easier task than abolishing them  
altogether. As a result, the excess and debauchery of the Mardi Gras season became a prelude to Lent, the 40 days of 
penance between Ash Wednesday and Easter Sunday. Along with Christianity, Mardi Gras spread from Rome to other 
European countries, including France, Germany, Spain and England. 
 Traditionally, in the days leading up to Lent, merrymakers would binge on all the meat, eggs, milk and cheese 

that remained in their homes, preparing for  
several weeks of eating only fish and fasting. In 
France, the day before Ash Wednesday came to 
be known as Mardi Gras, or "Fat Tuesday." The 
word "carnival," another common name for the  
pre-Lenten festivities, may also derive from this 
vegetarian-unfriendly custom: in Medieval  
Latin, carnelevarium means to take away or  
remove meat. 
 
The Battle Between Carnival and Lent: Painting 
by Workshop of Pieter Bruegel the Elder. C16th. 
www.history.com  
 
February 2    Candlemas    Christian    Candlemas 
is a Christian holiday celebrated annually on  

February 2. It celebrates three occasions according to Christian belief: the presentation of the child Jesus; Jesus’ first 
entry into the temple; and it celebrates the Virgin Mary’s purification (mainly in Catholic churches). 
 Many Christians consider Jesus as the “light of the world” so it is fitting that candles are blessed on this day 
and that a candle-lit procession precedes the mass. It is traditional to eat crepes on Candlemas in some parts of  
Europe, such as France. Each family member prepares and cooks a crepe while holding a coin in hand. This is believed 
to assure wealth and happiness until the next Candlemas celebration. 
 Candlemas is also known as Candelaria in Spanish speaking countries. Whoever finds baby figures hidden  
inside the Rosca de Reyes (Kings Cake) on Epiphany on January 6 is obliged to bring food to a gathering held on  
February 2. Many Orthodox Christians celebrate this event by bringing beeswax candles to their local church and  
requesting for these candles to be blessed to be used in the church or at home. Some Christians observe the practice 
of leaving Christmas decorations up until Candlemas. 
 Candlemas primarily focuses on Jesus’ early life. Many Christians believe that Jesus’ mother Mary presented 
him to God at the Temple in Jerusalem after observing the traditional 40-day period of purification (of mothers)  
following his birth. According to a New Testament gospel, a Jewish man named Simeon held the baby in his arms and 
said that he would be a light for the Gentiles (Luke 2:32). It is for this reason that this event is called Candlemas. 
Many people believe that some of Candlemas’ activities stem from pagan observances such as Imbolc, a Gaelic  
festival, or the Roman feast of Lupercalia. However, others have argued that there is too little evidence to shed light 
on Candlemas’ substitution for these festivals. Either way, Candlemas occurs at a period between the December  
solstice and the March equinox, so many people traditionally marked that time of the year as winter’s “halfway point” 
while waiting for the spring. 
(continued) 
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 According to some sources, Christians began Candlemas in Jerusalem as early as the fourth century and the 
lighting of candles began in the fifth century. Other sources say that Candlemas was observed by blessing candles 
since the 11th century. An early writing dating back to around 380 CE mentioned that a feast of the Presentation  
occurred in a church in Jerusalem. It was observed on February 14. The feast was observed on February 2 in regions 
where Christ's birth was celebrated on December 25. 
 Candlemas is known as the “Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple” in many eastern churches.  
Other traditional names in the western churches include the “Feast for the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary” as 
well as the “Meeting of the Lord”.  
 
February 2    Four Chaplains Sunday    Interfaith    The Four Chaplains, also sometimes referred to as the "Immortal 
Chaplains," were four United States Army chaplains who gave their lives to save other civilian and military personnel 
during the sinking of the troop ship USAT Dorchester on February 3, 1943, during World War II. They helped other   
soldiers board lifeboats and gave up their own life jackets when the supply ran out.  The chaplains joined arms, said 
prayers, and sang hymns as they went down with the ship. 
 The four men were relatively new chaplains who all held the rank of first lieutenant. They includ-
ed Methodist minister the Reverend George L. Fox, Reform-Rabbi Alexander D. Goode (Ph.D.), Roman                       
Catholic priest the Reverend John P. Washington, and Reformed Church in America minister the Reverend Clark V. 
Poling. Their backgrounds, personalities, and faiths were different, although Goode, Poling and Washington had all 
served as leaders in the Boy Scouts of America. They met at the Army Chaplains School at Harvard University, where 
they prepared for assignments in the European theater, sailing on board USAT Dorchester to report to their new     
assignments. 
 Congress attempted to confer the Medal of Honor on each of the four chaplains, 
but the stringent requirements for that medal required heroism performed “under fire,” 
and the bravery and ultimate sacrifice of these men did not technically qualify, since their 
actions took place after the torpedo attack. Therefore, members of Congress decided to 
authorize a special medal intended to have the same weight and importance as the Medal 
of Honor. This award, the Four Chaplains' Medal, was approved by a unanimous act of 
Congress on July 14, 1960, through Public law 86-656 of the 86th Congress. The medals 
were presented posthumously to the next of kin of each of the Four Chaplains by Secre-
tary of the Army Wilber M. Brucker at Ft. Myer, Virginia on January 1 
Photo: www.chicagoairborne.com 
  
February 2    Imbolc    Wicca    Imbolc (Imbolg) the festival marking the beginning of spring has been celebrated since 
ancient times. It is a Cross Quarter Day, midpoint between the Winter Solstice and the Spring Equinox, it can fall  
between the 2nd and  7th of February  
         At the Mound of the Hostages on the Hill of Tara the rising sun at Imbolc illuminates the chamber. The sun also 
illuminates the chamber at Samhain, the cross quarter day between the Autumn Equinox and the Winter Solstice.  
         The Mound of the Hostages at Tara is a Neolithic Period passage tomb, contemporary with Newgrange which is 
over 5000 years old, so the Cross Quarter Days were important to the Neolithic (New Stone Age) people who aligned 
the chamber with the Imbolc and Samhain sunrise. In early Celtic times around 2000 years ago, Imbolc was a time to 
celebrate the Celtic Goddess Brigid (Brigit, Brighid, Bride, Bridget, Bridgit, Brighde, Bríd). Brigid was the Celtic  
Goddess of inspiration, healing, and smithcraft with associations to fire, the hearth and poetry. 
When Ireland was Christianised in the 5th century, the mantle of the Goddess Brigid was passed on to Saint Brigid, 
born at Faughart, near Dundalk, Co. Louth. She founded a monastery in Kildare and ended her days there. The  
goddess Brigid festival was Christianised to become Saint Brigid's Day. (continued) 
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        The Saint Brigid's Cross is one of the archetypal symbols of Ireland, while it is considered a 
Christian symbol, it may well have its roots in the pre-Christian goddess Brigid. It is usually 
made from rushes and comprises a woven square in the centre and four radials tied at the 
ends. 
      The Saint Brigid's Cross was traditionally hung on the kitchen wall to protect the house 
from fire and evil. Even today a Brigid's Cross can be found in many Irish homes, especially in 
rural areas. In Christian mythology, St. Brigid and her cross are linked together by a story 
about her weaving this form of cross at the death bed of a pagan chieftain who upon hearing 
what the cross meant, asked to be baptized.  Saint Brigid’s Cross made of Rushes; from 

www.newgrange.com 
 

February 3    Setsubun-Sai    Shinto    Shinto (meaning roughly the "Way of the Gods") is Japan's indigenous/native 
religion. Setsubun-sai is an ancient Shinto celebration based on Japan's old Lunar calendar and was historically  
considered the start of the New Year. For the common people, it is considered a good luck festival. It remains as an 
important celebration of the change of seasons, of the coming of spring, and of the end of “Kan,” the coldest season.   
        While there many regional variations in the celebration of Setsubun, in most communities the tradition of  
mame-maki (literally, bean scattering) remains as the main event. For this reason this festival is also commonly known 
as "O-mame-maki," or the bean throwing festival. It marks the end of the coldest season, "Kan," and celebrates the 
coming of spring while throwing beans to keep demons away.  
       The custom of mame-maki dates to the Heian-era (794 to 1185) of classical Japanese history. Mame-maki began as 
a special New Year’s ritual to drive out evil spirits and the seeds of misfortune, and to welcome good fortune in the 
New Year. Shouts of "Devils out, Good fortune in" are part of the long-standing ritual. 
      In the ceremony, soybeans are first roasted to seal in any evil acts that might have been performed by demons  

during the previous year and to insure that bad fortune will not germinate in the coming year. In 
homes, the custom is to symbolically purify the home by either scattering the roasted beans or 
by throwing them out the door while chanting “Oni wa soto, fuku wa uchi!" - roughly translated, 
"Demons out! Luck in!" (Think of New Year’s toasts of “Out with the old and in with the new!” 
and you’ll have the general idea!) 
     In a related custom, many people make a practice of eating one of the remaining soybeans for 
each year of their age. In public gathering Meigen-shiki may also be performed.  Meigen-shiki 
means “plucking bow strings” or “resounding bow strings”.  The vibration and sound from the 
plucked bow string is an announcement to the gods and adds dignity to the service by driving 
away evil spirits. 
Shinto Gate  Photo from www.theaternohgaku.wordpress.com 

 

February 4    Vasant Panchami    Hindu    Vasant Panchami is a famous festival that marks the end of the winter  
season and ushers in the springtime. Sarasvati is the Hindu goddess of the Vasant Panchami festival. The color yellow 
holds a special meaning for this celebration as it signifies the brilliance of nature and the vibrancy of life.  
People dress in yellow and they offer yellow flowers to others and to the gods and goddesses.  They also prepare and 
feast on a special pastry called kesar halwa or kesar halva, which is made from flour, sugar, nuts, and cardamom  
powder. This dish also includes saffron strands, which gives it a vibrant yellow color and mild fragrance.  During the 
Vasant Panchami festival, India’s crop fields are filled with the color yellow, as the 
yellow mustard flowers bloom at this time of the year.  
 The focus of the festival centers on the Goddess Sarasvati ,  the goddess of 
intellect and learning. She has four hands which symbolize ego, intellect, alertness 
and the mind. She carries a lotus and scriptures in two of her hands and she plays 
music on the veena (an instrument similar to a sitar) with her other two hands. She 
rides on a white swan. Her white dress is a symbol for purity. Her swan signifies 
that people should have the ability to discern the good from the bad. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
          
             Saraswati; Photo: broomcloset.wordpress.com 
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February 8    Parinirvana    Mahayana Buddhist    This is a Mahayana Buddhist festival that marks the death of the 
Buddha. It is also known as Nirvana Day. 
      Buddhists celebrate the death of the Buddha, because they believe that having attained Enlightenment he 
achieved freedom from physical existence and its sufferings. 
      The Buddha's death came when he was eighty years old, and had spent forty years teaching after his  
Enlightenment. He died in a state of meditation, and attained nirvana, a release from the cycle of death and rebirth. 
     The Parinirvana Sutra describes the Buddha's last days, and passages from it are often read on Parinirvana Day. 
 
      Buddhists celebrate Parinirvana Day by meditating or by going to Buddhist temples or monasteries. As with other 
Buddhist festivals, celebrations vary throughout the world.  In monasteries Parinirvana Day is treated as a social  
occasion. Food is prepared and some people bring presents such as money, household goods or clothes. 
      The day is used as an opportunity to reflect on the fact of one's own future death, and on friends or relations who 
have recently passed away. The idea that all things are transient is central to Buddhist teaching. Loss and imperma-

nence are things to be accepted rather than causes of grief. 
Meditations are carried out for the newly deceased to give them help and  
support wherever they might be now. 
 
An abridged account of the last months of the Buddha’s life can be read at  
http://buddhism.about.com/od/buddha/a/parinirvana.htm 
 
Buddha from Baoding Shan Rock Carvings.  Photo:  http://www.tsemrinpoche.com 
 
 

February 11    Our Lady of Lourdes    Christian/Catholic    The Shrine of Our 
Lady of Lourdes in southern France is the most visited pilgrimage site in the world -- principally because of the  
apparent healing properties  of the waters of the spring that appeared during the apparitions of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary to a poor and  sickly fourteen-year-old girl, Bernadette Soubiroux.  
        The first apparition occurred February 11, 1858.  There were eighteen in all; the last took place July  16, of the same 
year. The mysterious vision Bernadette saw in the hollow of the rock  Massabielle, where she and friends had gone to 
gather firewood, was that of a young  and beautiful lady. "Lovelier than I have ever seen" said the child. She described 
the  Lady as clothed in white, with a blue ribbon sash and a Rosary handing from her right  arm. Now and then the  
apparition spoke to Bernadette.  
        One day, the Lady told the girl to drink of a mysterious fountain within the grotto itself, the existence of which was 
unknown, and of which there was no sign. But Bernadette scratched at the ground, and a spring immediately bubbled 
up and soon gushed forth. On another occasion the apparition bade Bernadette go and tell the priests she wished a  
chapel to be built on the spot and processions to be made to the grotto. At first the  clergy were incredulous. The 
priest said he would not believe it unless the apparition gave Bernadette her name. After another apparition,  
Bernadette reported that the Lady told her, "I am the Immaculate Conception". Though 
the girl was unfamiliar with the  
term, the Pope had declared the doctrine of the immaculate conception of the Virgin  Mary 
in 1854.  
         Four years after Bernadette's visions, in 1862, the bishop of the diocese declared the 
faithful "justified in believing the reality of the apparition" of Our Lady. A basilica was built 
upon the rock of Massabielle by M. Peyramale, the parish priest. In 1873 the great 
"national" French pilgrimages were inaugurated. Three years later the basilica was  
consecrated and the statue solemnly crowned. In 1883 the foundation stone of another  
church was laid, as the first was no longer large enough. It was built at the foot of the  
basilica and was consecrated in 1901 and called the Church of the Rosary.   

Photo: Lourdes-Pilgrimage.com 

http://buddhism.about.com/od/buddha/a/parinirvana.htm
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February 14    St. Valentine’s Day    Christian    At least three different Saint Valentines, all of them martyrs, are  
mentioned in the early martyrologies under date of 14 February. One is described as a priest at Rome, another 
as bishop of Interamna (modern Terni), and these two seem both to have suffered in the second half of the third  
century and to have been buried on the Flaminian Way, but at different distances from the city. In William of  
Malmesbury's time what was known to the ancients as the Flaminian Gate of Rome and is now the Porta del Popolo, 
was called the Gate of St. Valentine. The name seems to have been taken from a small church dedicated to 
the saint which was in the immediate neighborhood. Of both these St. Valentines some sort of Acta are preserved but 
they are of relatively late date and of no historical value. Of the third Saint Valentine, who suffered in Africa with a 
number of companions, nothing further is known. 
         The popular customs associated with Saint Valentine's Day undoubtedly had their origin in a convention-
al belief generally received in England and France during the Middle Ages, that on 14 February, i.e. half way through 
the second month of the year, the birds began to pair. Thus in Chaucer's Parliament of Foules we read: 

For this was sent on Seynt Valentyne's day  
Whan every foul cometh ther to choose his mate. 

        For this reason the day was looked upon as specially consecrated to lovers and as a proper occasion for 
writing love letters and sending lovers' tokens. Both the French and English literatures of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries contain allusions to the practice. Perhaps the earliest to be found is in the 34th and 35th Ballades of the  
bilingual poet, John Gower, written in French; but Lydgate and Clauvowe supply other examples. Those who chose 
each other under these circumstances seem to have been called by each other their Valentines. In the Paston  
Letters, Dame Elizabeth Brews writes thus about a match she hopes to make for her daughter (we modernize the 
spelling), addressing the favored suitor:  And, cousin mine, upon Monday is Saint Valentine's Day and eve-
ry bird chooses himself a mate, and if it like you to come on Thursday night, and make provision that you may abide till 
then, I trust to God that ye shall speak to my husband and I shall pray that we may bring the matter to a conclusion.” 
Shortly after the young lady herself wrote a letter to the same man addressing it "Unto my rightwell  
beloved Valentine, John Paston Esquire".  
 
 

This is possibly the oldest printed Valentine's card in the world. The delicate card has been pierced to produce a lace effect in the 
corners and is decorated with cupids, doves and flowers which were probably hand colored after printing. It was published on 
12th January 1797 by John Fairburn of 146, Minories, London.                  
 
It includes a verse printed around the edge: 
 
 "Since on this ever Happy day, 
 All Nature's full of Love and Play 
 Yet harmless still if my design, 
 'Tis but to be your Valentine." 
 
The card was sent by Catherine Mossday to Mr. Brown of Dover Place, Kent Road, London.  
 
Inside a handwritten message reads intriguingly: 
 
Mr. Brown,  
As I have repeatedly requested you to come I think you must have some reason for not complying with my request, but as I have 
something particular to say to you I could wish you make it all agreeable to come on Sunday next without fail and in doing you will 
oblige your well wisher.  
 
Catherine Mossday.   
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February 14    Sangha Day    Buddhist    This festival is also known as Fourfold Assembly or Magha Puja Day. 
Sangha Day is the second most important Buddhist festival. It is a celebration in honor of the Sangha, or the Buddhist 
community. For some Buddhists Sangha refers only to monks and nuns. It is a chance for people to reaffirm their  
commitment to Buddhist practices and traditions. 
       Sangha Day commemorates the spontaneous gathering of 1,250 enlightened monks (arahants) to hear the  
Buddha preach at Veluvana Vihara. 
       At this gathering, the Buddha gave his first sermon, or recitation of the Patimokkha (the rules and regulations of 
the monastic order). 
       Sangha is the term used for the Buddhist spiritual community. On Sangha Day Buddhists celebrate both the ideal 
of creating a spiritual community, and also the actual spiritual community which they are trying to create. 

       The Sangha is precious in Buddhism as without those in the community 
to look up to or share aspirations with, the spiritual life would be very  
challenging. 
       Sangha Day is a traditional time for exchange of gifts; it has become a 
prominent festival among Western Buddhists even though it is less well 
known in the East.  Celebrations vary, but can include chanting, meditation, 
the lighting of oil lamps, and the reaffirmation of people's commitment to 
Buddhist practice. 

 
Photo:  What-Buddha-Said.net 
 

February 15    Parinirvana Day/ Alternate date 
 
February 16  Triodion Begins    Orthodox Christian    The period which the book covers extends from the Sunday of 
the Publican and Pharisee (the tenth week before Pascha (Easter): twenty-two days before the beginning of Great 
Lent), and concludes with the Midnight Office of Holy Saturday. The canons for weekday matins in the Triodion  
contain only three odes and so are known as "triodes" after which the Triodion takes its name.   
 
February 26—March 1    Intercalary Days/ Ayyam-i-Ha    Bahá'í    These are days added to the Bahá'í calendar 
|between the eighteenth and nineteenth month to bring the year to either the 365 or 366 solar days. 
 
February 28    Mahashivaratri    Hindu    Maha Shivratri, which literally translates to “great night of Shiva” is a Hindu 
festival largely celebrated in India as well as in Nepal. The day is celebrated to venerate Lord Shiva, an important deity 
in Hindu culture. 
            There are many legends associated with this day. According to a popular legend, 
when a hunter could not find anything to kill for his food in a forest, he waited on the 
branch of a Woodapple tree. In order to attract deer, he started throwing the leaves of 
the tree on the ground, unaware that there was a Shiva Lingam beneath the tree. 
Pleased with the Woodapple leaves and the patience of the hunter, it is believed that 
Lord Shiva appeared in front of the hunter and blessed him with wisdom. From that day 
onwards, the hunter stopped eating meat. 
            Another legend has it that after the Earth was faced with an imminent destruction, 
Goddess Parvati pledged with Lord Shiva to save the world. Pleased with her prayers, 
Lord Shiva agreed to save the world on the pretext that the people of the Earth would 
have to worship him with dedication and passion. From that day onwards, the night 
came to be known as Maha Shivratri and people began worshipping Shiva with a great enthusiasm. 
             People often fast on the night of Shivratri and sing hymns and praises in the name of Lord Shiva. Hindu temples 
are decorated with lights and colorful decorations and people can be seen offering night long prayers to Shiva Lingam. 
Woodapple leaves, cold water and milk are offered to the Shiva Lingam on this day as they are believed to be Lord 
Shiva’s favorite. It is believed that the people who fast on this night and offer prayers to Lord Shiva bring good luck 
into their life.  
Photo:  Indiatemplesinfo.com 
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Kesar Halwa/ or Sheera for Vasanta Panchami 
1 cup semolina (rava/suji) 
1 cup pure ghee (clarified butter) 
1 cup sugar 
1 cup milk 
1 cup water 
1 cup mixed dry fruits (Almonds, Raisins, Pistachios) 
1/2 gm. saffron (kesar) strands soaked in warm water/milk 
10 gms cardamom (elaichi) powder 

 
 Heat 1/4 cup of ghee in a pan. Once it is hot, add the dry fruits, fry them, and 

keep them aside. 
 
 Roast semolina in a kadhai ( traditional iron wok/ thick/heavy and deep) without ghee on medium heat for 10–12 minutes with 

continuous stirring so that the semolina doesn’t burn. 
 
 Once you start getting nice aroma from the semolina then it’s done. Remove it 
 
 Boil the milk, add sugar to it, and keep it ready. 
 
 When the milk starts boiling, add the remaining ghee and add the semolina with a continuous flow and stirring continuously 

so as not to form any lumps. 
 
 Stir continuously till a you can see the partially cooked semolina with little bit of milk floating on top ( takes three to five 

minutes on high heat). 
 
 Cover the pan and let the Sheera cook in the steam for three to five minutes on medium heat.  
 
 Open the cover the milk should all be absorbed -  if not cover and cook again. 
 
 Add dry fruits and Kesar water/milk. 
 
 Let it settle and cool for five minutes.  Serve hot. 
 
 
 

Would you like to receive Grace Notes? 
A daily inspirational email from your Chaplains 

Contact the Senior Chaplain to be added to the list: kennisdu@childrensnational.org 
Below is an example of Grace Notes 

After all the world is indeed beautiful 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sebastian Barry 


