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Coordinator for International Relations' Monthly Column by Anthony Gillan

It seems 1o me that New Year's Day is
the mast celebrated day aof the year in
Japan. Certainly it is the mast beautifully
celebraled evenl, with decoralions such

Maria-mochi

of something betler 1o do wilh the gaudy
bits of paper and plastic paraphemalia,
than merely use them to adorn the inside
of my garbage bin. So once home, T tovk

as the pi I-barub and
rice-straw shimenawa placed near building
entrances, and tlacks of kimono-clad peaple
lining up to make their hatsumade (first
shrine visil of Lhe New Year). In Weslern
cultures, Christmas usually far outweighs
the New Year in terms of i and

4 mini red paper fan oul fom the
box, and attached it behind the head of
a stature of the Blessed Virgin Mary. It
resembled a halo, and the large decorative
sheel of paper that T look oul next had Lhe
image of a "treasure ship", which cerily

aften any decorations found around the
New Year are actually those for Christmas,
lell out until the very end of the Cluislmas
scason. Grawing up in America, | learned
that if New Year's Day had any deeper
significance than being the day to recover
from New Year's Eve, il is as lhe Oclave
of Christmas, and for Roman Calholics, as
the Solemnity of Mary. Mather of God. As
Carholics are obliged to attend Mass on
this day. the trip to attend Mass on January
1" has become a sorl of halsumode [or me
as a resident of Japan.

After attending this Mass one year, |
found myself aimlessly wondering through
4 departmenl slore near Fukushima
Slation, waiting for the next Uain home.
Being Now Year's Day, the stare's stock
aof kagami-mochi rice cakes had heen
marked down to half price. Their elaborate
appe. nce caughl my altention, and
their steeply-discounted price gave me
cnough incentive to buy ane, cven if 1 was
just going to eat the rice cake inside and
throw out the lavers of decorations it was
packaged with. Yet as I held il on the Lrain
ride home, 1 couldn't help but try to think

a0 Ot Pl Felates a3 e srghin gt 20221

the sq gged sailboats that
missionaries such as $t. Francis Xavier
used to make the perilous voyage here,
hundreds of years ago. That sheel of
paper was to be placed under the round,
plastic mochi container; and atop that
case | placed the newly-decorated Marian
stalue. T was worried that the tall, heavy
stalue wouldn'l be able Lo stay balanced
atop the round mochi mound for long, but
to my happy surprise it remained there for
several days, until T finally took down my
new New Year decoralions.

As the New Year in Japan is a time
far tamilics ta gather, enjay traditional
activities, and pray for good fortune,
this holiday had always left me (eeling
alienaled as « non-Japanese foreigner,
living alone and wichout faith in mere luck.
Yet hy combining traditional Japanese New
Year decorations with those that mark my
wvwn cullure and faith, I have been able
to find more meaning and happiness in
New Year's Day. Irom now an. | intend
on decarating a Maria-mochi every year
on January 1" as not only is it a way to
celebrale this Catholic feasl day, bul it also
takes advantage of clearance-priced mochit
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