NEW YEAR’S DAY – by Abbot Aidan Bellenger
The Church, fearing its association with pagan excess and revels, took until 1582 to recognise 1 January as New Year’s Day and even celebrated a martyr, St Almachius, on this day who died attempting to stop the Roman New Year’s games, a patron for 
‘kill-joys’.   In England, always behind the times, it was not until 1752 that today became the official year’s beginning.

Today’s liturgical celebration, too, has been slow in solidifying: the Octave Day of Christmas, the feast of the Circumcision and (only since 1970) the solemnity of Mary Mother of God.   Mary as virgin, disciple and religious model have been perhaps more greatly honoured in the West than Mary as Mother of God, the Theotokos, the ‘God-bearer’ so central to the Eastern understanding of Mary and to Mary in the art of the Middle Ages and Renaissance.

In the infancy narrative Mary is obviously pivotal and as John Damascene put it memorably: ‘The very name of the Mother of God contains the whole history of the economy of salvation’.

Motherhood emphasises Mary’s femininity and it is as a woman we celebrate her on this feast.  The remembrance of Christ’s circumcision was significant in emphasising Jesus’s Jewishness and we must recall that Mary was a “Jewish mother” with all that entails.   She was a Jewish mother, too, in First Century Palestine, under Roman occupation, oppressed and marginal by definition and more so, after her son’s death, as the mother of a convicted and executed criminal.    The Mary we celebrate today is a grounded woman, as much earth-mother as heaven-mother.   If we are to understand what it means that God has been made man we must not neglect the essential femininity of his mother.   
Downside Abbey
1st January 2010

Solemnity of Mary, the Mother of God
