Welcome to the Year of the Dragon!

By Betty Ann Maheu, MM

was the brainchild of the creative Emperor Huang Ti who, af-

ter ruling for sixty-one years, introduced the idea of the sixty-
year zodiacal cycle. This cycle was, in turn, divided into twelve-year
cycles. According to legend, it was the Lord Buddha who, when he
was about to leave the earth, commanded the animals to come to say
goodbye. It seems that only twelve came. As a reward, he named
each of the twelve years for the animals who came, and in order of
their arrival.

The Chinese lunar calendar dates back to the year 2637 B.C. It

Fascination with the lunar calendar

Ever since then, the people who follow the lunar calendar,
are convinced that the animal that rules the year of their birth has a
tremendous influence on them. In recent times, the idea has caught
on just about everywhere and every year around the Lunar New
Year, the most practical and least imaginative among us suddenly
become vitally imterested in the animal of the year, the traits of those
born in that year, and how it all relates to them personally. Many
even start to wonder what the immediate future many hold.

This attitude is especially prevalent at the beginning of this
new millennium and century. The whole game, even among the most
devout Chinese Christians—and their Western counterparts ac-
quainted with the myth are no exceptions—takes on a quasi-religious,
mythological and cosmological character.

The dragon in Chinese mythology

The first year of the new millennium and century belongs to
the dragon. In Chinese mythology, nearly everything about the
dragon is good. The dragon 1s a magical animal that can shrink to the
size of a silkworm or fill up the space of the heavens. The dragon is
considered one of the four major spirits, and a super intelligent one,
that rules one of the four directions of the universe. In the world of
myth and wishful thinking, the dragon soon became imbued with
supernatural powers. The dragon was the “king” or the “emperor” of
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supernatural powers. The dragon was the “king” or the “emperor” of
the East. It is there that the sun rises and from there that spring brings
its life sustaining rains. The dragon soon became a symbol of crea-
tivity. It also symbolized the yang, the strength of the male. It pos-
sessed a special power to seed the clouds and make a gentle rain to
fall on the crops and yield a good harvest

If the dragon could regulate the rain, then it could also regu-
late the floods by putting its “claws” into the dikes to prevent the
Pearl or Yellow or Yangtze Rivers from overflowing their banks.
This belief was particularly popular with poor farmers who relied on
climactic conditions for survival. Without technology to help assure
them of a good and prosperous harvest, their reliance fell on the
dragon as a supernatural force.

The dragon takes on religious significance

As time passed, devotion to the dragon took on a wider re-
ligious significance. Prayers were offered to the dragon beginning
with the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.). Buddhism openly re-
vered the dragon and set up and dedicated temples to it. A Buddhist
five-storied temple in Guangzhou, the Chen-hai Lou, was thought to
protect the city from evil spirits and misfortune.

The dragon and the imperial court

It was not by happenstance that the emperors’ robes were
embroidered with dragon motifs, and that the importance of the per-
son in public life could be ascertained by the number of dragon claws
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in the embroidery. The imperial household was replete with objects,
images and symbols of the dragon. There was even a popular myth
that the Chinese emperor was actually an incarnation of the dragon.

A definition of the dragon

According to a classic Chinese novelist, the Chinese dragon
1s not one creature but a combination of many creatures. “Its head is
like a camel’s; its horns like a deer’s, its eyes like a hare’s, its ears
like a bull’s; its neck like a snake’s, its belly like and iguanodon’s. Its
scales number 81, being nine by nine, the paramount lucky number.
Its voice resembles the beating of a gong. On each side of its mouth
are whiskers, under its chin is a bright pearl, under its throat, the
scales are reversed. When its breath escapes, it forms clouds, some-
times changing into rain, at other times into fire.”

The dragon in Christian myths

In the Germanic
pre-Christian era, dragons
were guardians of the
treasures of the gods. In
later  Christian  Western
mythology dragons had a
different image. Most were
not benign but evil creatures
that entered into fierce
combat with good. They
were nonetheless equally
present and  interesting.
Most people are familiar
with the famous picture of
St.  George slaying the
dragon. St. Martha in art 1s
also associated with
dragons, but perhaps the
most ~ famous i1s St
Margaret.  According to
legend, Margaret was the only daughter of a priest of the ancient
gods. When she converted to Christianity, her father was so upset
that when she refused to give up her religion, he sent her off to tend
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the pigs. When Olybrius, the governor of Antiochia, saw her, he fell
madly in love with her. When she resisted his advances, he tortured
her with iron combs and burned her with torches. “The Lord,” she
said, “is my only bridegroom.” Thrown into prison, the devil ap-
peared to her as a fierce dragon and threatened to devour her. But
Margaret prayed to the Lord, made the sign of the cross, and the
dragon fell dead at her feet. This legend, however, does not end with
“happily ever after.” The governor, Olybrius, incensed by her refusal
to marry him, had the lovely virgin beheaded. She is portrayed in art
with the palm of martyrdom in her hand, and the winged demon-
dragon at her feet.

Events in China during the dragon years of the 20" century

No major event is recorded during 1904, the first dragon year
of the 20" century. The second dragon year, 1916, was not too favor-
able as it brought about the period of Warlordism and the First World
War. The year, 1928, proved historically notable. In was in 1928 that
Chiang Kai Shek conducted the Northern Campaign and set up the
Nationalist Government in Nanjing. Mao Zedong’s popularity grew
with the publication of The New Dictionary.

One of the worst years for the Church in the 20™ century was
the dragon year of 1952. In the effort to encourage Chinese Catholics
in their adversity, Pius XII issued the apostolic letter Cupimus Im-
primis (January 18) which only served to complicate matters. The
same year the Communists imprisoned 220 Chinese priests and 94
foreign missionaries. Some of these were to remain in prison or labor
camps until China’s reopening to the outside world in the late 1970s.

Mao’s Little Red Book made its first appearance for the gen-
eral public, in the year of the dragon, 1964. China successfully ex-
ploded its first atomic bomb (October 16). Paul VI issued his encyc-
lical Ecclesiam Suam condemning Communism and suggesting that
dialogue with Communism was almost impossible.

The dragon was exceptionally busy in 1976. This was the
year that Mao’s disastrous Cultural Revolution finally came to an
end. China lost a famous man in the death of Zhou Enlai on January
8, and the lawyer Richard Nixon, who had fought successfully
against the Communists in the United States, and then President,
helped open the door of China to the outside world. The press began
attacking Deng Xiaoping, who was dismissed and replaced by Hua
Guofeng as Party Chairman. Large scale and violent demonstrations

th
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took place in Tiananmen in Beijing and in other major cities. Zhu De,
89, leading general of the long March and one of the founders of the
Red Army, died on July 6. Mao Zedong himself died on September
9. The Gang of Four was denounced throughout the entire country,
and China continued nuclear testing. On December 5 the Central
Committee of the Communist Party issued a circular to rehabilitate
the victims of the Cultural Revolution.

In the year of the dragon, 1988, Bishop Gong Pinmei, Bishop
of Shanghai, had his rights restored and later that year left for the
United States. Chiang Ching-kuo, 77, President of the Republic of
China, died in Taiwan. Jin Luxian succeeded Bishop Zhang Jiashu,
96, who died in Shanghai. On April 19 Bishop Zong Huaide, 71, was
made head of three organizations of the official church: President of
the Catholic Patriotic Association, Chairman of Chinese Catholic
Church Administrative Commission, and President of the Chinese
Bishops’ Conference.

On April 28, 1988, Hong Kong Basic Law Drafting Com-
mittee, in preparation for the handover to Chinese sovereignty in
1997, presented the Draft of the Basic Law of the Hong Kong Spe-
cial Administrative Region to the public in order to solicit opinions.
In May of 1988 the number of open church bishops reached fifty-five
and the number of Catholics in Beijing alone was estimated at
40,000. John Baptist Wu, Bishop of Hong Kong, was made a Cardi-
nal. In September the China Daily reported that 100,000,000 people
in China had some religious affiliation.

The year of the dragon 2000

This first year of the dragon in the new century promises
good things to dragons everywhere. Dragons are likely to make great
strides in their work. In this particular year they are likely to succeed
in whatever they undertake.

The dragon of the year 2000 is the metal dragon. Children
born this year are apt to be strong willed, and outstanding in their
integrity and honesty. But they can also be unyielding, picky, fussy,
and nagging.

Metal dragons have no use for the lazy or the stupid. Their
strength is such that they can intimidate others to do their will. Metal
dragons are likely to spend their lives trying to eliminate what they
think is wrong in life. They have strong convictions and moral beliefs
and are likely to express them forcefully. They are seldom found
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among the diplomatic corps of any country. The metal dragons are
likely to succeed since they have complete confidence in themselves
and will not allow themselves to fail.

Dragon persons are never without their admirers. Dragons
are faithful to their family especially when they seek his/her help.
The dragon lady is a feminist, struggling for equal rights. Don’t cross
her or you will never be the same again. She is practical, bright, full
of self esteem and eager to win your respect. She will do whatever is
needed to get it. She is an extrovert, loves to talk and to travel. Drag-
ons can convince people of just about anything because of their mag-
netism.

Frank Sinatra who was a dragon, may not have known it, but
when he sang his favorite song, “I did it my way,” he was summing
up what it means to be a dragon.
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