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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, editor

“Ring out old shapes of foul disease,

ring out the narrowing lust of gold,

ring out the thousand wars of old,

ring in the thousand years of peace.”

(Alfred Lord Tennyson)


It would be inappropriate, however, to wish you all a Happy New Year in this multi-faith, multi-cultural era. If your local council, in its tolerant secular manner having forbidden a crib display and advertised Winterval, now dares to wish all and sundry a “Happy New Year,” I hope you will send them a strong complaint about cultural imperialism! 

“Happy Gregorian New Year” could pass, but the Jews began their New Year, 5766, last October 3rd with Rosh ha-Shanah.

A quarter of the world’s population will wait until January 29th before celebrating the Chinese New Year 4703, Year of the Dog - the animals are recycled every 12 years. 

The Spring Equinox marks the New Year for Zorastrians and Persians (1375), the Egyptian Copts (1719) and the Ethiopians (1999), as it did for the ancient Romans and Greeks.

Indeed in the Middle Ages many European countries dating the New Year from March 25th, “Annunciation style” rather than “Circumcision style.” For some purposes it was used in England until 1752. For this reason the Income Tax year still begins on 6th April (25th March in the Julian calendar)

Predicting the Islamic New Year, the 1st of Muharram, is more difficult. The Islamic year consists of 12 lunar months, c.354 days. Therefore it is not synchronized with the seasons or the solar year – the earth’s rotation round the sun - and is hopeless for scientific calculations. Its zero point is the migration of Mohammed from Mecca to Medina in 622 AD, the hijrab. 1384 solar years have passed since then, but 1426 of the shorter Islamic years.


Almost without reflection or gratitude, our super-secular society uses a calendar which comes straight from classical Rome and the Popes – from Julius Caesar and Gregory XIII. 

The ancient Roman republican calendar, dating from c.600 BC, had only 355 days. It added an extra month, Mercedonius, every other year after February 23rd. It ran: Martius, Aprilis, Maius, Iunius, Quintilis, Sextilis, September, October, November, December, Ianuarius, Februarius.  

By the first century BC, poor astronomy and political tampering had sent the old calendar completely out of step with the seasons. Julius Caesar became Pontifex Maximus in 63 BC. As a campaigning general he realized the difficulties the old calendar system was causing. From Egypt he recruited the Greek astronomer, Sosigenes of Alexandria, to study calendar reform. 


He put the reforms into effect in 45 BC. In order to synchronise the calendar again with the solar year, he lengthened the previous year from 355 to 445 days. Understandably it became known as the “Year of Confusion.”


He decreed that henceforth the New Year should begin with January, instead of at the spring equinox. 1st January was the day when newly elected consuls took up their civic duties, but it had no other seasonal significance.


The month of January did contain the festival of Janus, god of doors and gates and of all beginnings. Janus has two faces: he looks back on past events and forward to the future. He became the symbol for good resolutions. Some Romans asked forgiveness from their enemies and exchanged gifts before the beginning of each new year. Others just used the occasion to engage in drunken orgies -- a pious and personal re-enaction of the chaotic world that existed before the gods ordered the cosmos.

Caesar’s shift of the New Year from March to January explains why we still have September, October, November, December, meaning the seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth months – when actually they are ninth, tenth, eleventh and twelfth. Quintilis was later renamed Iulius (July) in honour of Julius Caesar, and Sextilis became Augustus after Augustus Caesar.


The Julian calendar had a 365-day year, with a leap year every four years. This gave an average of 365.25 days per year.  However, a solar year is actually 365.2422 days (365 days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, 46 seconds). These errors of 11 minutes per year accumulated, so that by 1582 the solstices and the equinoxes were 10 days out of synch.

It fell to Pope Gregory XIII to set the world aright.  He struck ten days out of the calendar, so that October 4, 1582, was followed by October 15 – provoking riots in some European cities as people protested at “losing” ten days of their lives. His Gregorian calendar also specified that century years (1600, 1700, 1800 etc) should only be leap years if divisible by 400. 

This yields an average calendar year of 365.2425 days, which is much closer to the true figure of 365.2422. Not until 4915 AD will the Gregorian calendar be one full day in error.


It is instructive to see how reluctant Protestant and Orthodox countries were to accept this totally scientific, but “Catholic”, calendar reform. Italy, France, Spain, and Portugal adopted it straight away in 1582 without any qualms. Germany and the Netherlands waited until 1698. The English, ever suspicious of Papist ploys, delayed until 1752. Russia waited until the Tsar fell in 1918, and Orthodox Greece until 1923.

In 1969 the Catholic Church undertook another calendar reform, but this time only of the liturgical calendar. Pope Paul VI introduced the Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God, on January 1st, the Octave Day of the Nativity, to supersede the Feast of the Circumcision, dating from the sixth century.

Today’s Gospel mentions the circumcision: “And at the end of the eight days, when He was circumcised He was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before He was conceived in the womb.” 


The schoolmen regarded circumcision as a “sacrament of the Old Law,” a remedy against original sin. It was the sign by which every male Jew entered into the God’s covenant with Abraham. Thus he became a partaker in its privileges, blessings and responsibilities. It was the Jewish rite parallel to Christian baptism.

By being circumcised, Christ submitted to the yoke of the Jewish Law, for He came to redeem “those who were subject to the Law.”


One unwelcome consequence of the Feast of the Circumcision was the multiplication of relics of the “Sanctum Praeputium” or “Holy Foreskin.”  The Benedictine abbey of Charroux (Poitiers) claimed to possess it, donated by Charlemagne. But so did Coulombs abbey, near Chartres. And so did St John Lateran in Rome, Le Puy-en-Velay, Santiago de Compostela, the city of Antwerp, churches in Besançon, Metz, Hildesheim, and Calcata. 

The thirteen claimed holy prepuces were a scandal to the faithful and an object of mockery to unbelievers.

The sweet scent that the relic(s) allegedly exuded was supposed to ensure fertility and a safe, easy childbirth. In the Middle Ages they were understandably popular. King Henry V of England borrowed that from Coulombs abbey for his wife, Catherine of Valois, pregnant with the future Henry VI. 

In what must count as one of the most bizarre theological speculations of all time, the Greek Catholic theologian Leo Allatius (1586-1669), speculated that the Holy Foreskin may have ascended into Heaven at the same time as Jesus himself and become the rings of Saturn, then only recently observed by telescope.

The last named shrine to claim the relic, Calcata, an Italian village near Viterbo, was still holding an annual procession of its holy prepuce through the streets as late as 1983, when the box was stolen, mercifully perhaps.


A Vatican decree of 1900 warns of “irreverent curiosity” in this regard, and threatens anyone who speaks or writes about it may be declared a “tolerated infamous person.” So I have already said too much.

Honouring Mary as the Mother of God, the Theotokos, is far more wholesome. This term, defined in 432 at the Council of Ephesus, means the “God bearer,” the one who gave birth to God the Son. It does not mean “God-generator,” because the Word existed from all eternity, eternally begotten of the Father. This distinction is lost in the English title “Mother of God” which arouses strong objections from some non-Catholics.

The point is that Mary is the mother of a person Jesus Christ, who is both fully God and fully man. In Him the two natures, human and divine, come together "without confusion or change, without division or separation to form the one undivided person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God incarnate." (Chalcedon 451)


We cannot separate the “human Jesus” from the “divine Jesus.” He is one person, carried in the womb of the Virgin Mary. He didn’t “become God” at some later point. Biblically speaking, did not Elizabeth acclaim Mary as “the mother of my Lord” at the Visitation? 

Mary’s title of Theotokos is essentially a “Christological” dogma in that it affirms and protects the divine Personhood of Jesus.
Father,
Source of light in every age,
the virgin conceived and bore Your Son
who is called Wonderful God, Prince of Peace.
May her prayer, the gift of a mother's love,
be Your people's joy through all ages.
May her response, born of a humble heart,
draw our Spirit to rest on Your people.
Grant this through Christ our Lord. Amen.
