
January 6 - Epiphany (traditional)  -  “Old Christmas” 
 
The Amish (and Appalachian pioneers) refer to this day as "Old Christmas".  For the early centuries of 
the Church this was the traditional feast and celebration of the Nativity (especially re-telling the story 
from The Gospel of Matthew about a visit from Wise Ones from the East, presenting gifts to the Holy 
Family, worshipping the Christ Child).   Later the Western Church calendar established December 25 as 
the observance of the Nativity of the Lord.   For several years now the liturgical calendars have 
transferred the observance of Epiphany to the Sunday closest to January 6.   (Our United Methodist 
calendar and the Catholic calendar observed January 3, 2021). 
 
A few years ago a longtime friend of mine, Dr. Sam Roberts, shared an article about the observance of 
“Old Christmas” by our Appalachian pioneers: 
 
 “Christmas had long been celebrated… a couple of weeks after the winter solstice, and many people were 
not willing to celebrate Christmas on an earlier date…” writes Tony Blair, of the Mountain Eagle.  
Thanks to being isolated from the rest of the nation, the pioneers of Appalachia continued to celebrate Old 
Christmas 12 Days after the December 25th celebration date set by the new (Gregorian) calendar.  The 
practice of celebrating ‘Old Christmas’ in the Appalachian Mountains continued on for generations.  
Nearly all of the modern Christmas traditions we know today were born during the 1800s, and it was 
during this time that the sons (and daughters) of many of the Appalachian mountain people surrendered to 
celebrating on December 25.  Today, there remain a few holdouts who continue to celebrate ‘Old 
Christmas’ in the Appalachian hills; however, they are a dwindling number.  In another generation or two, 
celebrating ‘Old Christmas’ will be just another forgotten part of Appalachian history.” 
(Appalachian Magazine - December 25, 2016) 
 
"Epiphany" which is Greek for "shine upon; appearance; to be known" is illustrated in the ancient custom 
of the king who is often sheltered from the people, making himself known to the folk by coming out, 
being with them, being revealed to them.  God, who chose to become human in Jesus, born of Mary, has 
revealed God's self, nature, and moves among us. God appears. 
 
I have always loved the day of Epiphany and the “ordinary” season after Epiphany in the liturgical 
calendar from January 6 to Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent. For years now our family “annual” 
letter is our “Epiphany Letter”. Growing up in my home church in Parkersburg WV we would have 
mission studies for all ages every Sunday evening during this season as we learned of how Christ is 
present throughout the world.  Epiphany and the ”ordinary” season after Epiphany is about how God is 
being revealed!  And the Scripture texts for the season are the wonderful stories of Jesus revealing 
himself.   What a wonderful season to reflect and observe and experience Christ daily in our lives as we 
reach out to others. 
 
Charles Wesley wrote a beautiful hymn that expresses Epiphany -  "Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies", 
UM Hymnal No. 173: 

"Christ, whose glory fills the skies,  
Christ the true, the only light,  
Sun of Righteousness, arise, triumph o'er the shades of night; 
Dayspring from on high, be near; Daystar, in my heart appear. 
 
Dark and cheerless is the morn unaccompanied by thee; 
joyless is the day's return till thy mercy's beams I see; 
till they inward light impart, cheer my eyes and warm my heart. 
 



Visit then this soul of mine; pierce the gloom of sin and grief; 
fill me, Radiancy divine, scatter all my unbelief; 
more and more thyself display, shining to the perfect day." 

 
I offer this prayer from Cardinal John Newman – “Dear Jesus, help me to spread your fragrance 
everywhere I go; flood my soul with your Spirit and life;  . . .possess my whole being so completely that 
all my life may only be a radiance of yours.  Shine through me and be so in me that everyone with whom 
I come into contact may feel your Presence within me.  Let them look and see no longer me – but only 
Jesus!” 
 
Happy and Blessed Epiphany!  A good “Old Christmas” to you!   May God continue to give us strength, 
comfort, mercy and peace in these challenging times.  
 
William H. Wilson (Bill)+ 


