So, What Do You Know about Our Solar Calendar?
Since the days of our ancestors who hunted and farmed, people have kept track of time using natural events, such as the rising and setting of the sun, the location of the sun in the sky, and the change of the seasons.  As people began to farm, they knew by the seasons when to plant and when to harvest.   Humans created the first crude calendars to keep track of time by placing marks on a stone or a stick.  As millennia passed, people developed more sophisticated calendars.  A calendar based on the sun located in the sky is called a solar calendar.
In the northern hemisphere we experience the longest day of the year near the end of June and the shortest day near the end of December.  We call these days the summer solstice and the winter solstice.  Halfway in between the solstices we observe days of equal daylight and darkness.  These are the spring or vernal equinox and the fall or autumnal equinox.  Between these four main markers of the solar year we have cross-quarter days at the beginning of May, August, November, and February.
For many centuries, people of different cultures have celebrated the changing seasons with feasts and festivals.  When individuals became Christians, they continued to celebrate these seasonal occurrences but changed the focus of their celebrations to reflect their belief in the Son of God who became Human.
We can find many helpful books and Webs sites about our calendar and how it came to be.  Search your library and the Internet for the history of the calendar.  Look up terms like “ancient calendars,” “solar calendars,” “Celtic calendar,” and “quarter days” for more information.  
Christian Solar Feasts
	Our Church year begins four Sundays before Christmas with the Advent season of preparation.  Over the two millennia of Christianity, the length of this preparation has varied from only a few days to a forty-day preparation.  Christmas wasn’t the first Christian feast of the child Jesus.  The Epiphany on January 6 was the original celebration of the Incarnation.  We observe the Epiphany to celebrate the manifestation of God in Jesus Christ to all nations.
	Christmas comes near the shortest day of the year.  Just as Jesus brought light into the world, the sun begins to shine a little longer each day after Christmas until the feast of John the Baptizer (June 24).  From that date the days become shorter little by little until Christmas.  This reflects the Scripture passage where John speaks of Jesus, saying, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).  (We use Baptizer instead of Baptist, which also refers to a specific religious denomination, e.g. Southern Baptist.)
	Since the birth of Jesus is celebrated on December 25, the Annunciation is observed nine months before.  So we celebrate the Annunciation, or Mary Day, on March 25, near the spring equinox.  The feast of the Archangels Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael is kept on September 29, near the fall equinox.  Michael the Archangel protects us against darkness as the fall days become shorter and the time of darkness overcomes the daylight.
	On the old Celtic calendar the New Year was celebrated on October 31, when the world seemed to be dying.  Christians replaced the pagan revelry with their own remembrance of “those who have died and gone before us marked with the sign of faith.”  On November 1, we remember the saints, “since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1).  On All Souls Day (November 2) we remember all of our deceased sisters and brothers.  
	Detailed information about the solar calendar and Christian solar feasts can be found on the Internet or at the library.  Search for “Halloween,” “Catholic Christmas,” angels” and “Baptizer.”  You might also look for new ways to celebrate the solar-based holy days.
	So, what do you know about our solar calendar?  See if you can answer the following questions.  The answers will be posted with this article on our web site at www.stjohnmv.org under Faith Formation.  
1. What does the word solar relate to?
2. How long is a solar year?
3. What do we call the shortest day of the year?
4. On which day near the winter solstice do we celebrate the birth of the Son of God?
5. What do we call the longest day of the year?
6. Whose birth do we celebrate near the summer solstice, the person who prepared the way of the Lord?
7. Which day in the fall has equal daylight and darkness?
8. Which feast do we celebrate near the fall equinox to honor God’s special messengers, like the one who came to Mary?
9. What do we call the day in spring with equal sunlight and night?
10. What celebration (near the spring equinox) recalls the angel asking Mary to be the mother of God?
Answers: (1) The sun (2) 364.25 days, the complete revolution of the earth around the sun (3) The winter solstice, which occurs on December 21 or 22 (4) Christmas, celebrated on December 25 (5) The summer solstice, which occurs on June 21or 22 (6) John the Baptizer, whose birth is celebrated on June 24 (7) Autumnal or fall equinox, which occurs on September 22 or 23 (8) The feast of Michael, Gabriel and Raphael, the Archangels, September 29 (9) Vernal or spring equinox, which occurs on March 20 or 21 (10) Annunciation, usually celebrated on March 25.
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