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Christmas and Yalda

7. Falherazi

Mithraism (the worship of the Persian Sun-God Mithra) was introduced to

Rome during the first century BC. U spread throughout the Empire and many
Mithraic temples were built in Italy and other countries controlled by Rome,

The main [estivily of Mithraism was on the night of the winter solstice
(longest night ofthe year), celebrating the birth of Mithra. A popular festival,
it was observed throughout the Empire.

In 312 Constantine the Great invaded ltaly and moved to Rome. Having
had a vision of the Cross against the sun on the eve of his victory, he became
a supporter of Christianity and in 313 issued the Edict of Milan granting
freedom/equality of religions in the Empire.

He recommended that the Christians should celebrate Christ's Birth on the
samedayasthatof Mithra's, sincetheyalso considered Christtobe the "Light
of The World" Some conservative Christians did not agree with this date for
Chrnistmas (Armeniansstill celebrate Christmas onthe 6th of January, the day
of Epiphany). In addition the holy day of the week was changed from the
Judaic Sabbath to SUNday.

According lo the Julian calendar devised in 46 BC the vernal equinox fell
on March 25 and the winter solstice coincided with December 25, Christmas
and Mithra's birth were therefore celebrate on December 25th, -

In 325 the [irst Christmas Council meeting held in Nicaea decided to set
March 21st as the date for vernal equinox on the ground of calendar
inaccuracies and ilsassumed lagof4 days. Asaresult the wintersolstice was
moved lo December 21 but the Council did not change the date of Chrislmas.

During the [ollowing years Christianity was declared as the official
religion of the Empire. In 391 Pagan worship was prohibited, all Mithraic
lemples were destroyed and therc remained not a single prayer book or
document which could explain their ritcs, beliefs and traditions.

Very much like the Halloween celebrations in the United States, most
Iranians celcbrate the winter solstice on the evening of December 21st as the .
eve of Yalda (Birth) - a traditional festival without reference to its origin.
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