The First Paragraph of the Christmas Martyrology

and the Biblical Calendar 
                                                                    Jakubinyi, György
 Alba Iulia

When I was a seminarist (Alba Iulia, 1963-1969) it was always us who sang the first two short hours of prayer, the prima and the tertia before the chapter mass at the cathedral, at that time in Latin. According to the liturgy of the hours of the times before the Second Vatican Council, we listened to the paragraph of the Roman Martyrology prescribed for the following day and venerated the saints registered for the given day. On weekdays, the paragraph was read before lunch in Hungarian.  

The Christmas paragraph was always touching: it related how many years passed from the more important Biblical events to the birth of our Redeemer, i.e. how much time was needed for the Old Testament prophecies to come true.  

But what exactly is Martyrology? It is perhaps easier to quote the definition that Dr. István Diós wrote in the preface of Martyrology
: “Martyrology is a Greek expression; its meaning in a narrow sense is the list of martyrs; in a wider sense it is the book of Christ’s witnesses, i.e. the list containing the name of all those men and women complemented with short biographical data who were the most devoted followers of Christ. The passion history of martyrs was collected as early as in the first centuries A.D. in the so-called martyr files. Further on, this list was extended and then from the 16th century on the Church has officially been publishing Martyrologium Romanum, i.e. the Roman Martyrology. In the latest edition of 2004 all those confessors and martyrs can be found whom the Church currently venerates as saints or blessed ones.”
 

When I was a seminarist, we listened to the following Christmas paragraph: 

December 25th In the year, from the creation of the world, when in the beginning God created heaven and earth, five thousand one hundred and ninety-nine; from the flood, two thousand nine hundred and fifty-seven; from the birth of Abraham, two thousand and fifteen; from the time when Moses and the Israelites’ began their exodus from Egypt, one thousand five hundred and ten; from the anointing of king David, one thousand and thirty-two; in the sixty-fifth week, according to the prophecy of Daniel; in the one hundred and ninety-fourth Olympiad; in the year seven hundred and fifty-two from the founding of the city of Rome; in the forty-second year of the empire of Octavian Augustus, when the whole earth was at peace, in the sixth era of the world, Jesus Christ, eternal God, and Son of the eternal Father, desirous to sanctify the world by His most merciful coming, having been conceived of the Holy Ghost, and nine months having elapsed since his conception, (here a higher voice is used and everybody kneels down) is born in Bethlehem of Juda, having become man of the Virgin Mary THE NATIVITY OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST, ACCORDING TO THE FLESH (translated into Hungarian by Marián Nádasdy).

The data listed above reflect the traditional church views of the Middle Ages, according to which the seven eras of the world are as follows: I. Creation II. The Flood III. The call of Abraham, IV. Exodus V. The building of the Tabernacle VI. End of the Babylonian captivity VII. The birth of our Lord Jesus. Otherwise there was not a generally accepted point of view and world history was divided into different eras.
 


The text of the new Martyrology currently in force reads as follows: 


“Innumerable centuries passed after the creation of the world, when in the beginning God created heaven and earth and created man in his own likeness; many centuries after the Flood when the Lord high above the heavens set rainbow in the clouds, the sign of the covenant and peace; twenty-one centuries later than Abraham, our father in faith, emigrated from the city of Ur in Chaldea; in the thirteenth century B.C.
 after the people of Israel led by Moses had begun their exodus from Egypt; in about the 1000th year B.C. after the anointment of David as king;
 according to Daniel’s prophecy in week 65; in the 194th Olympiad;
 in the year 752 years after the foundation of the City (Rome), in the forty-second year of the reign of the emperor Octavian Augustus, when peace brooded all over the world, Jesus Christ, Son of the Eternal God and Eternal Father, wanting to sanctify the world by his most merciful coming, conceived of the Holy Spirit and nine months having elapsed after his conception, in the Bethlehem of Juda, was born to the Virgin Mary and became man: This is the nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ, according to the flesh” (translated by István Diósi, corrected on the basis of a comparison with the Latin version). The Christmas record of the Martyrology defines the year of Christ’s birth according to eleven calendars. Here only the Biblical references of the Christmas record in the newMR are examined
. Since the present study is limited to the Bible, the Talmud calendar and other non-Biblical calendars are not mentioned.  

1. The oMR used the version corrected according to the Byzantine calendar. This is why it determined the year of Christ’s birth as the 5199th anniversary of the creation. However, the beginning of the era used in Byzantine and in the Greek Catholic Churches is 1st September, 5509 BC. The newMR already departs from these artificial world eras and talks of “innumerable centuries” that passed between Creation and the birth of Christ. Since the Holy Scriptures uses solely the method of the Seleucid way of referring to time (1M) and is unfamiliar with a world era from the Creation, here it is not dealt with.  

2. The oMR says the time of the Flood was 2957 BC, while the newMR talks of “many centuries”. There is only one possibility in the Bible: Gen 5 gives the genealogical list of the forefathers from Adam to the Flood, while Gen 11:10-32 does the same from the Flood to Abraham. It gives the age of the forefather at the fathering of his first son and then the remaining years of his life and finally all the years he lived. Difficulties, however, arise from the fact that the figures of the Hebrew text (Textus Massoreticus = TM), the Samaritan Codex (Sam) and the Koine Greek version (LXX, Septuaginta) do not correspond to each other. According to TM, the Flood took place in year 1656 after the Creation; Sam says it was in the year 1307 while according to LXX, in 2242
. There is no agreement among the interpreters of the Holy Scriptures on how to understand dates: whether they are symbolic or are based upon different calendars, etc. I mention it as a matter of interest that in my homeland, Transylvania, it is Dr Károly Nagy Calvinist pastor of Valea Izvoarelor who studies Bible calendar age profoundly and who has extended the series of interpretations by adding his own theory.
 Since the figures of the ancestor chronology are not part of the Holy Scriptures where it is infallible and due to the fact that no generally acceptable interpretation has been formed, the present study does not deal further with the date of the Flood.   

3. The oMR puts Abraham’s birth in 2010 B.C., while the newMR counts twenty-one centuries after Abraham’s emigration. The number of the years that passed from Adam to the birth of Abraham is 1946 in TM, 2247 in Sam and 3312 in LXX. Cf. the explanation given in the point above.  


4. According to the oMR, the date of the exodus from Egypt led by Moses is 1510 B.C. The newMR in this case also gives a general reference of time: Christ was born “in the 13th century after the people of Israel led by Moses began their exodus from Egypt”. The general date of the newMR reflects the uncertainty of the interpreters of the Holy Scriptures. Elaborating on this question – similarly to points 2 and 3 – would go beyond the framework of this present study.  

5. According to oMR, the ointment of King David was in 1032 B.C. The newMR once again reflects uncertainty: David was anointed “around one thousand years” before Christ’s birth. By examining the historical books of the Holy Scriptures – primarily S 1-2, K 1-2, Ch 1-2 – we can arrive at more accurate approximation regarding the definition of time. The newMR accepts the nearly uniform opinion of the current interpretation of the Holy Scriptures, according to which the reigns of David and Solomon date back to the 10th century B.C. As far as exact dates are concerned, opinions differ from each other. That is why the word “around” is used in the newMR. Let us leave the biblical foundations of this wider definition of chronology to scholarly books dedicated to the topic.  

6. According to both the oMR and the newMR, the year in which Christ was born was in the sixty-fifth week of Daniel’s prophecy. From this date on, the data contained in the oMR and the newMR is the same which means that we have arrived in an era of more certain data. Jeremiah (29:10) writes the following in this letter to the exiles: “When the seventy years granted to Babylon are over, I shall intervene on your behalf and fulfill my favorable promise to you by bringing you back to this place”. This verse talks about the “seventy-year long” Babylonian captivity (in point of fact, 587-538 B.C.) In Dan 9:20-27, the archangel Gabriel explains the meaning of Jer 29:10: the years mean Semite year-weeks, (i.e. one year-week is seven years) and thus seventy year-weeks make 490 years (seventy times seven moon cycles). The traditional Catholic interpretation interpreted Daniel’s prophecy in a Messianic sense, while rationalists considered that it had referred to the Maccabees era. Since the expression „disgrace of destruction” (Dan 9:27, “appalling abomination”) refers to the pagan god idol statue erected in the Jerusalem temple but at the same time Jesus refers to the destruction of Jerusalem with the same expression (Mt 24:15: “So when you see the appalling abomination, of which the prophet Daniel spoke, set up in the holy place”, it is understandable that in the Christian interpretation the seventy year-weeks lasted until the destruction of Jerusalem
. Today, interpreters of the Holy Scriptures
 agree that the final point of the seventy year-weeks, i.e. 490 years is the closing-down of the persecution of Jews by Antiochus IV Epiphanes (164 B.C.) Even if we take the year of Jeremiah’s very first prophecy (605 B.C.) as a starting point, we can only count up to 441 years. Thus it is clear that numbers are symbolic for the Holy Bible scribe and he neither knew about real chronology nor considered it important. The Holy Bible scribe divides the 490 years into three unequal phases: 49, 434 and 7 years. As far as the interpretation of references is concerned, interpreters of the Holy Scriptures have a difference of opinion. They do agree, however that the verses of Dan 9:26-27 do not refer to the death of Christ but to the assassination of Onias III the high priest (171 B.C.). The 65th year-week counted from the first prophecy of Jeremiah means the years 449-455, i.e. 156-150 B.C.. Is this the time when Christ was born according to MR? It is clearly impossible to suppose. Therefore, the record in the MR “in the sixty-fifth week, according to the prophecy of Daniel” should be interpreted as follows: MR counts back the 70 year-weeks from the death and resurrection of Jesus, which according to tradition, took place in 33 B.C. Thirty-three years make nearly five year-weeks. Counting back, the 65th year-week covers the years 8-2 B.C., which approximates the possible year of Jesus’ birth. It can be established that the newMR did not touch the traditional records in this case since there is no agreement reached concerning the interpretation of the seventy year-weeks of Daniel’s prophecy. 
 
7.  Both the old and the new MR places the year of Jesus’ birth into “the 194th Olympiad”. In honor of Zeus, competitions of athletic games were held in the locality named Olympia every four years. It was the Sicilian Greek historian Timaeus (350-256 B.C.) who first established the Olympic Games as reference points of the Greek calendar. Its starting point is 8th July, 776 B.C., the first full moon after the summer solstice, which was the traditional date for the games. The beginning of the era is 1st July. The first six months of year 1 A.D.,  the traditional birth of Christ, is the fourth year of Olympiad 194 (Ol. 194,4) while its last six months constitute the first year of Olympiad 195 (Ol. 195,1).
 Since the Olympiad years’ calendar is not mentioned in the Bible, this present study does not wish to elaborate on this topic.   

8. According to both MRs, Jesus was born 752 years after the foundation of Rome (ab Urbe condita). According to Marcus Terentius Varro (116-7 B.C.), Rome was founded 21st April, 753 B.C., while Porcius Cato (234-149 B.C.) says it was 21st April, 752 B.C.. Historians followed Varro but at the same time they always provided the consuls’ dates as well. The beginning of the year was 1st January because it was then that two consuls came into office for period of a year. Thus it seems that the MR followed Cato since it uses the traditional way of placing the birth of Christ in year 1 B.C. 
. Since the “foundation of the City” calendar is not mentioned in the Bible, this present study does not wish to elaborate on this topic.   

9. The two MRs agree that Christ was born in the 42nd year of the Emperor Octavian Augustus’ reign. The emperor Augustus Gaius Iulius Caesar (Octavian) (born 63 B.C., reigned from 27 B.C. to 14 A.D.) is mentioned in the Holy Scriptures (Lk 2:1): issued a decree that a census should be made. It gives us a good opportunity to clarify the beginning of the Christian calendar
. We have got accustomed to the “Christian Epoch”: we count years before Christ and after the birth of Christ. (Atheists say before /after our calendar.)  The Scythian Roman abbot, Dionisyus Exiguus (Dennis the Dwarf, born in Dobruja around 470 A.D. and died in Rome after 550 A.D., in Rumania he is considered to be an Orthodox saint since 9th July, 2008:  Sfântul Cuvios Dinoisie Exiguul, cel Smerit or cel Mic) wanted to avoid the habitual pagan eras used until then and so he started counting years from the birth of our Lord. This way of calculation only became general in the Christian world from the 10th century. He may have counted in the following way: on the basis of Lk 3:1.23 he equaled the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar’s reign with the 30th birthday of the Lord Jesus. On the basis of the data provided by Clement of Alexandria, he counted 43 years of Augustus’ reign (Stromateis 1.21, 145).  Thus Jesus, who was thirty in the fifteenth year of Tiberius’s reign, lived fifteen years under the reign of the emperor Augustus, too. The operation is as follows: 43 – 15 = 28, i.e. he was born in the 28th year of Augustus’ reign. If we count Augustus’ reign from his getting the title Augustus “the venerated one” (27 B.C. = ad Urbe condita, the foundation of Rome, ca. 727), then the year when Christ was born was 1 A.D. = a.U.c. 754. Unfortunately, however, Dionysius was wrong since King Herod the Great died in 4 B.C. = a.U.c. 750. Therefore, Jesus can’t have been born after 4 B.C.. Before his death, moreover, Herod had the Holy Innocents, all the male children who were two years old or less, killed in Bethlehem.  (Mt 2:16). Thus the Christian Epoch is wrong: Christ was born B.C.! It cannot be corrected since we do not know the exact year of Jesus’ birth. According to Arnaldo Spila, the most probable date is 18th November, 6 B.C.!
 Naturally, the two MRs reckon that  1 A.D. is the year when Christ was born; however, their data concerning the forty-second year of the Emperor Augustus’ reign is surely wrong since Augustus was only 22 in 41 B.C. and he did not take part in politics. The new MR did not change the traditional data in this case either. The essence of the Christian Epoch is not exactness but the profession of faith: it is Christ who stands in the centre of history!   

10. The data of the oMR “in the sixth era of the world” is simply left out from the newMR because not even Christian historians can agree on the division of world history into different eras and since it is not mentioned in the Bible, this present study does not wish to elaborate on this topic
. 


11. The last piece of data of the two MRs is again the same: “nine months after the conception” This data answers the natural law imposed by God and it is often mentioned in the Bible. Thus it does not need to be especially dealt with. (Our liturgical calendar reflects the same: the Feast of the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary is on 25th March and nine months later 25th December, Christmas is celebrated. There is a difference of one day in the case of Saint John the Baptist (his birthday is celebrated 24th June instead of 25th) because counting backwards according to the Roman calendar, June 24 and December 25 are both ante diem VIII Kalendas Ianuarias and Iulias, respectively. (According to Lk 1:36, there is a difference of six months between Saint John the Baptist and Jesus’ birth.) 

As a worthy conclusion, let us repeat the final paragraph of the Christmas record in the newMR. Be it at the same time thanksgiving and profession of faith concerning the birth of Jesus: “In the forty-second year of the reign of the emperor Octavianus Augustus, when peace brooded all over the world, Jesus Christ, Son of the Eternal God and Eternal Father, wanting to sanctify the world by his most merciful coming, conceived of the Holy Spirit and nine months having elapsed after his conception, in the Bethlehem of Juda, was born to the Virgin Mary and became man: This is the nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ, according to the flesh”.   
� A Római Martyrologium [The Roman Martyrology], translated by Dr. István Diós, Budapest 2010; blurb at the back. 


� Római martirológium [Roman Martyrology] translated by Marián Nádasdy, Székesfehérvár 1915 (21928). 


   Martyrologium Romanum … quarta post typicam editio  iuxta primam a typica editionem anno MDCCCCXXII a Benedicto XV adprobatam, Typis Vaticanis 1956.  (Old Martyrology, abrr. oMR).


   Martyrologium Romanum ex decreto Sacrosancti Oecumenici Concilii Vaticani II Instauratum auctoritate Ioannis Pauli PP. II promulgatum, Editio altera, Typis Vaticanis MMIV (2004). – This one was translated into Hungarian by István Diós (cf. previous footnote) (New Martyrology, abbr. newMR).


�  György Jakubinyi, Éveid nem érnek véget (Zsolt 102,28 = Zsid 1,12). Rövid időszámítástan, [Your Years are Unending ] (Ps 102:28 = Heb 1:12)  A short study of calendars. Cluj Napoca  3 2010, 89-90.


� newMR: “saeculo decimo tertio”, slip of the pen in Diósi’s translation: “1300 years B.C. after”


� newMR: “ab unctione David in regem, anno circiter millesimo”, slip of the pen in Diósi’s translation: “1000 years after the anointment of David as king”. 


� newMR: “Olympiade centesima nonagesima quarta”, typographical error in Diósi’s translation: “in the year of the 184th Olympics”. 


� The most important sources are marked by a short calculation of time given in footnote three. Thus quotes are not included on every occasion and page numbers are not given. Regarding the Bible calendar, see: Urbanus Holzmeister S.I., Chronologia Vitae Christi, Romae 1933. Dr. P. Theodor Schwegler OSB, Biblische Zeitrechnung, (Biblische Beiträge Heft XIII.), Baden 1953.Arnaldo Spila, Nuova cronologia cristiana, Roma, 1987. 


� Dr. P. Theodor Schwegler OSB, Biblische Zeitrechnung, (Biblische Beiträge Heft XIII.), Baden 1953, 19. 


� Károly Nagy, A Szentírás időszámítási rendszere (The Calendar System of the Holy Scriptures(, in: Református Szemle, Cluj Napoca 78(1985), issues 5-6,418-430. His first study was followed by several others and finally published in a volume, too: Az Ószövetség időszámítási rendszere [The Calendar System of the Old Testament(. Cluj Napoca, 1998. 


� Dr. P. Theodor Schwegler OSB, Biblische Zeitrechnung, (Biblische Beiträge Heft XIII.), Baden 1953, 36-37. 


� Louis F. Hartman CSSR, Alexander A. Di Lella OFM, Dániel jövendölése (Daniel’s Prophecy], in: Az Ószövetség könyveinek magyarázata (Jeromos Bibliakommentár I.)(The Interpretation of the Old Testament Books (Jerome Bible Commentary], edited by R. E. Brown SS, J. A. Fitzmyer SJ, R. E. Murphy OCD, Budapest 2002,641-642. 


� György Jakubinyi, Éveid nem érnek véget (Zsolt 102,28 = Zsid 1,12). Rövid időszámítástan, [Your Years are Unending ] (Ps 102:28 = Heb 1:12)  A short study of calendars. Cluj Napoca  3 2010, 72-73.  


� György Jakubinyi, Éveid nem érnek véget (Zsolt 102,28 = Zsid 1,12). Rövid időszámítástan, [Your Years are Unending ] (Ps 102:28 = Heb 1:12)  A short study of calendars. Cluj Napoca  3 2010, 74.  


� György Jakubinyi, Éveid nem érnek véget (Zsolt 102,28 = Zsid 1,12). Rövid időszámítástan, [Your Years are Unending ] (Ps 102:28 = Heb 1:12)  A short study of calendars. Cluj Napoca  3 2010,76. 


� György Jakubinyi, Éveid nem érnek véget (Zsolt 102,28 = Zsid 1,12). Rövid időszámítástan, [Your Years are Unending ] (Ps 102:28 = Heb 1:12)  A short study of calendars. Cluj Napoca  3 2010,8. 


� For the division of history into traditional eras, see page 1. 
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