Blessings of the New Year
THE TRADITION
One of the more beautiful and inspirational traditions of the Greek Orthodox Church is the annual family
celebration of the Vasilopita. The Greek word Vasilopita is translated as “Saint Basil Bread.” When the
Vasilopita is prepared, a coin is baked into the ingredients. Sweet flavoring is added to the bread which
symbolizes the sweetness and joy of life everlasting, as well as the hope that the New Year will be filled
with the sweetness of life, health, and happiness. The baked bread is usually cut on New Year’s Day—the
day we commemorate St. Basil the Great—and is traditionally cut by the senior member of the family.
Whoever receives the slice containing the coin is blessed for the New Year. The portions of the Vasilopita
are distributed as follows: The first portion is cut in remembrance of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ; the
second is for the Holy Mother of our Lord, the Theotokos; the third is for St. Basil the Great; and the other
portions are cut for the members of the family beginning with the eldest. Portions may also be cut for the
Church, the house, a traveler or visitor and the poor.
THE HISTORY
This age-old tradition commenced in the Fourth Century in Caesarea of Cappadocia , when St. Basil the
Great, who was a bishop, wanted to distribute money to the poor in his diocese. He wanted to preserve
their dignity and keep the charitable act hidden, so he commissioned some women to bake sweetened
bread, in which he arranged to place gold coins. The families in cutting the bread, were pleasantly
surprised to find the coins.
THE SAINT
St. Basil the Great is one of the greatest Fathers of the Early Christian Church. He was Bishop of Caesarea
in Cappadocia (Asia Minor, in present day Turkey). Among his accomplishments, he founded the first
children’s orphanage and the first hospital – in human history! He also wrote many prayers and liturgical
services of the church and was the founder of monastic communities. He was considered one of the most
wise and compassionate hierarchs in the Church. His feast day is observed on January 1st, and he is also
commemorated with St. John Chrysostom and St. Gregory the Theologian as one of the Three Hierarchs,
celebrated on January 30. The Church, therefore, remembers him as a beacon of the Faith through the
observance of the Vasilopita.

The Vasilopita is a beautiful tradition and a wonderful way for families to begin each New Year with God’s
blessings and the prayers of His holy Saints.

