 

Shap Calendar of Religious Festivals 2004 – 2005


Shap Pictorial Calendar  Last year the Shap 
Working Party piloted the development of a 
pictorial calendar to complement our usual
text based publications.  This A4 production
follows the calendar year - January to December.
For each month there is a photograph with a 
few sentences of information included at the 
base of the image.   When the calendar is open, 
it shows on one page the picture for the month, 
and on the other there is a monthly calendar 
that includes festival dates.   The theme of 
last year’s pictorial calendar was Festivals 
and virtually all of the print run was sold.   
The Working Party has therefore decided 
to continue this venture for the year 2005.  
 The theme will be ‘Faces’ and their links 
with religion.   When the calendar is published, 
we are sure many teachers will find the images 
useful for working with pupils in the classroom.   
Copies will be available in September from the 
usual Shap address.   For further details see 
inside front cover.

Some Other Notable Dates   The introduction
 last year for the first time of a new row of 
‘Some Other Notable Dates’ has drawn 
minimal comment from readers, and there has 
been little controversy over the inclusion in 
that line of a number of Pagan festivals.   
What controversy there has been has related 
to Namdhari Sikh celebrations, Shia Muslim 
festivals, Humanist memorials and the Israeli 
Independence Day.

Israeli Independence Day   The latter, known 
as Yom Ha’atzma’ut, has caused a storm within 
Jewish and pro Israeli communities, in the first 
place because, having featured it for some years, 
we chose to delete it from the Calendar as being 
controversial and political;  secondly because 
when we were pressurised to reintroduce it we 
included a phrase drawing attention to the fact 
that ‘Many Arab voices, both Christian and 
Muslim, are currently raised in protest in Israel 
against its celebration’.

The Board of Deputies of British Jews has asked us 
to include the festival in our Calendar without this latter sentence 
or other critical comment. They argue that for Jews this is a
religious celebration with a form of words that constitutes a
liturgy;  that Jews should determine whether or no it is
appropriate to include it;  that no other festival described in
the Calendar receives critical or evaluative comment;   and
that whether it features alongside other Jewish celebrations or
in the 'Some Other Notable Festivals' row, it should be included
without further comment.

Against this it has been argued that this is an essentially
political day and so has no place in a Calendar of Religious
Festivals, that its inclusion opens the way for other political
and Independence Day celebrations to be listed, and that the
violent rioting that attaches to it in Israel each year suggest its
inclusion must be accompanied with some comment about
these events and the controversial nature of its role in our
Calendar.

The Calendar sub-group and the Shap Working Party as a
whole have now considered this issue on a number of
occasions and the day is featured in the Jewish row without
further comment for the coming year, pending further debate.
Your comments on the issue are invited.

Dates for Muslim Festivals   We have found more
difficulty than usual in obtaining Muslim festival dates
for 2005. The dates shown have therefore been calculated by
subtracting the usual eleven days from the dates for the
previous year, although this is rarely completely accurate.
This also serves to remind us of the complexity always
associated with certain lunar festivals where the viewing of
the moon at the last moment is the decisive factor in knowing
when the festivities can begin.

The Hindu Calendar   Finally, in the hope they may be
helpful, we include the following notes on the Hindu
Calendar, sent to us by Rasamandala Das of  ISKCON.  They
serve to show how complex is the process of fixing accurately
the dates of festivals, and why it is often difficult to obtain firm
dates as early in the year as we would like. We are grateful to
him for permission to include these notes.

The Hindu Calendar

The Era   Various eras are used for numbering the years; the
most common are the Vikrama Era, beginning with King
Vikram in 57BCE and the Shaka Era, counting from 78 CE. In
rituals the priest often announces the dates according to Kali
Yuga. For these three systems, the year 2000 corresponds to
2057, 1922 and 5102 respectively (though the last date is the
subject of some debate).

The Year   The Hindu calendar is based on lunar months
corresponding to the phases of the Moon. In one year there
are twelve months of 29 days, accounting for a total of 354
days. The shortfall in days means that the date of each festival
moves back 11 days each year. To rectify this, an extra, leap
month is added about once every three years. The Hindu
calendar is therefore luni-solar, with a precise month and an
approximate year. The year — beginning with Makara
Sankranti, the Sun’s entrance into Capricorn — is divided into
two halves and six seasons. There are various ways of
reckoning the New Year. Most common is the day after the
New Moon in the month of Chaitra or, in Gujarat, the day after
the Diwali New Moon.

The Month   Within each month, there are two ‘fortnights’,
each consisting of 15 lunar days. The lunar day is called a
‘tithi’. Although the solar day and the lunar day technically
begin at different times, each solar day is ascribed one
particular tithi numbered from one to fifteen, either of the
bright fortnight (waxing Moon) or the dark fortnight (waning
Moon). The lunar day (tithi) ascribed to any solar day refers to
the tithi current at the beginning of that solar day, which is
reckoned to be at dawn, or in some traditions, up to about 90
minutes before.

Months average out to 29 days, so occasionally a day will be
dropped (e.g. in one month, the fourth day of the waxing
moon may be followed by the sixth). Less often, and due to the
irregular motion of the moon, the same lunar day may be
current on two successive solar days. For example, both
Monday and Tuesday may correspond to the eleventh day of
the waxing moon.

There are two main calendars. In the North of India, the
month generally begins with the Full Moon, in the South with
the New Moon. Festival days will still fall on the same day,
however (or very close) but the name of the month may be
different. For example, Krishna’s Birthday falls on the 8th day
of the dark moon, but in the north it is in the month of Bhadra
and in the South in Shravana.

The Week   The week is divided into seven days, each
corresponding to one of seven planets, exactly as in the
Gregorian Calendar. No day is particularly special but each is
related to a specific deity. For example, Monday is often
associated with Shiva and Tuesday with Hanuman. Hindus
may perform fasts, recite prayers, etc., to supplicate a
particular deity on the corresponding day of the week.

The Day   The day usually begins at dawn, or just before,
depending on the astronomical and astrological systems used.
The day is divided into 15 muhurtas of about 48 minutes, and
the night the same. Particularly important are three times of
the day — sunrise, noon and sunset, when the brahmins
traditionally chant the Gayatri mantra. The morning hours
beginning with two muhurtas (about 1 hour) before dawn are
considered most auspicious, especially for spiritual practices.

Festivals   Since the Hindu calendar is basically lunar based,
the exact dates of festivals change from year to year according
to the Gregorian calendar — by a month between the earliest
and latest possible dates. A few festivals — such as Makara
Sankranti — are determined by the sun alone, and their
Gregorian dates are the same each year (or, more precisely
within one day due to the addition of one day each leap year.)

Variance in Festival Dates   The Hindu calendar is called a
panchang. In its different versions, festival dates will vary, but
rarely by more than one day on either side. This is due to
slight variations in calculating the Hindu calendar, most
notably:

a.	Variance in determining the precise time of the beginning
of the day (whether at dawn itself or some time before that.)

b.	Whether dates are determined for India or for the locality.
Dates determined specifically for Britain, and used in some
UK calendars, are usually calculated for London itself

The actual time of the beginning of any tithi is factually the
same, but will correspond to different hours (for various time
zones) and different days. The exact longitude where the day
changes for any festival will vary for each one. For places east
of that line, then the festival day will be one day later than
those west of that longitude. Hence Janmashtami may fall on
20th August in London, but on 21st August in New Delhi.

c.	There is some dispute about the exact positions of the
signs of the zodiac, based on differing opinions as to the
precise size of the ayanamsa (the difference between the
tropical and sidereal zodiacs). It is reckoned to be, at the
moment, about 23 degrees.

Additionally, in Britain especially, some celebrations may also
occur at the weekend rather than during the week when many
are working. Please check before arranging visits to temples, etc.
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We look forward to your comments.


Jabal Buaben
Cherry Gould
Eleanor Nesbitt
David Rose
Peter Woodward

