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THE CHRISTIAN YEAR, 

THE CHURCH YEAR, 

THE ECCLESIASTICAL YEAR, 

OR THE LITURGICAL YEAR



--Isaac Watts (1674 -1748)





People have been keeping track of time since the prehistoric period. It has
always been a preoccupation of human beings, whether it is a question of
satisfying basic needs such as when to eat and sleep, the importance of
seasons for migratory and agricultural purposes, or a more sophisticated
measuring of time into defined periods of weeks, days and hours.

KEEPING TIME



The word calendar is taken from the calends, the term for the first day of the
month in the classic Roman calendar, reformed by Julius Caesar in 46 BC, It is
related to the verb calare "to call out," referring to the calling or the
announcement that the new moon was just seen.

KEEPING TIME



Keeping sacred time did not begin with the Christian movement, for the
Church calendar traced its origins to the principal feasts of Judaism. While
Jewish celebration revolved around the Exodus from Egypt, the Christian
Church year focused on the life and ministry of Jesus.

KEEPING TIME



The Christian year, sometimes called the church year or the liturgical year, is a
centuries-old way that many Christians have ordered the 365-day year. It
depends, not on the positions of the sun and moon, nor on the start and end
of school, nor on governmental requirements, but rather on key aspects of
the life of Christ that are coordinated with our solar calendar.

The major holidays (literally, holy days) in the church year are Christmas
(December 25), Good Friday, Easter (in the spring, dated according to Jewish
Passover), and Pentecost (seven weeks after Easter). Every other special day
or season fits around these crucial days (Advent, Epiphany, Ash Wednesday,
Lent, Palm Sunday, Holy Week, Maundy Thursday, etc.).

Originally each local church had its own liturgical calendar. Standardization
came with the fixation of the rites of the great patriarchal sees, beginning in
the 4th century.

The Roman calendar of the Gregorian Sacramentary became the basis of the
Western Church’s observances with the liturgical reform of
Charlemagne (c.800), but it was constantly supplemented throughout the
Middle Ages by new additions from diocesan or provincial areas.

KEEPING TIME



The Hymnal 1940 has
a children’s hymn that
explains the whole
liturgical calendar
before changes were
made in the current
prayer book.

Kate Hankey (1834-
1911) who was
involved with a group
of prominent
evangelical Anglicans
wrote this hymn for
the Sunday School of
St. Peter's, Eaton
Square, in London.



All versions of the Christian year recognize
Christmas and Easter as the twin hubs around
which rotate a wide variety of feasts, fasts, and
seasons of the year.

The Episcopal Church identifies two cycles of
feasts and holy days: one dependent upon the
movable date of Easter Sunday.

Easter Day is the first Sunday after the full
moon that falls on or after March 21. Tables
and rules for finding the date of Easter Day are
found in the Book of Common Prayer.

The date of Ash Wednesday, which begins
Lent, is calculated as roughly forty
day before Easter Sunday. The same process is
used to determine the date of
Pentecost, which comes fifty days after Easter
Sunday.

KEEPING TIME: The Resurrection (Easter/Paschal Cycle) 



The other cycle of feasts and holy days is dependent upon the fixed date of
Christmas, December 25.

KEEPING TIME: The Incarnation (Christmas Cycle) 



Advent tells us Christ is near.



THE INCARNATION (CHRISTMAS CYCLE): from Advent to Lent

Advent is the first season of the church year, beginning with the fourth
Sunday before Christmas and continuing through the day before Christmas.
The name is derived from a Latin word adventus meaning "coming.

This season is peculiar to the Western Church,
though its original impulse probably came
from the East, where it was common after the
ecumenical Council of Ephesus (431) to devote
sermons on Sundays before Christmas to the
theme of the Annuciation.

The season is a time of preparation and
expectation for the coming celebration of the
Nativity and also for the final coming of Christ
"in power and glory."



Christmas tells us Christ is here!



THE INCARNATION (CHRISTMAS CYCLE): from Advent to Lent

The Christmas season lasts twelve days, from Christmas Day until January 5,
the day before the Epiphany. It is known as Christmastide or the Twelve Days
of Christmas. The word Christmas is derived from the Old English Cristes
maesse, “Christ’s mass,” celebrating Christ’s birth.

Christian chronographers of the 3rd century
believed that the creation of the world took
place at the spring equinox, then reckoned as
March 25 (the Annuciation). Hence, the new
creation in the Incarnation (i.e., Jesus’
conception) and death of Christ must therefore
have occurred on the same day, with his birth
following nine months later at the winter
soltice, December 25.

Many scholars have suggested that the feast of Christ’s Nativity, the birthday
of “the sun of righteousness” (Malachi 4:2), was instituted in Rome, or
possibly North Africa, as a Christian rival to the pagan festival of the
Unconquered Sun at the winter solstice.



In Epiphany we trace
all the glory of his grace.



THE INCARNATION (CHRISTMAS CYCLE): from Advent to Lent

In Hellenistic times an epiphany (from the Greek epiphania, “manifestation”)
or appearance of divine power in a person or event was a common religious
concept.

A festival of Christ’s epiphany is first attested among
heretical Gnostic Christians in Egypt in the late 2nd century on January 6,
when he was manifested as the Son of God at his baptism. The date is that of
an Egyptian solstice, celebrated by pagans as a time of overflow of the waters
of the Nile, and in certain mystery cults as the occasion of the birth of a new
eon, or age.



The winter solstice was kept on Jan. 6 at some places during the first
centuries of the Christian Era. In opposition to pagan festivals, Christians
chose this day to celebrate the various manifestations, or "epiphanies," of
Jesus' divinity. These showings of his divinity included his birth, the coming of
the Magi, his baptism, and the Wedding at Cana where he miraculously
changed water into wine. The day was called "The Feast of Lights."

The Eastern Church celebrated Jesus’ Baptism and the Wedding at Cana on
January 6. The Western Church commemorated the coming of the Magi on
the date and Jesus’ Baptism on the First Sunday after the Epiphany.

The feast of the Epiphany initiates the Epiphany season, also known as
Epiphanytide.

Adoration of the Magi by Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, 17th century

THE INCARNATION (CHRISTMAS CYCLE): Epiphany



That, with hearts made penitent, 
we may keep a faithful Lent.



THE RESURRECTION (EASTER/PASCHAL CYCLE): from Lent to Pentecost

The season now known as Lent (from Middle English lenten, meaning
"spring," the time of lengthening days) has a long history. It is rooted in the
preparation of candidates for baptism at the Paschal vigil. For several weeks
they received intensive instruction, each session followed by prayer and
exorcism.

Converts to the faith who were preparing for baptism and those guilty of
notorious sins who were being restored to the Christian assembly observed a
season of penitence and fasting in preparation for Easter. It became a forty-
day fast, in imitation of Christ's fasting in the wilderness. In the Western
Church the forty days of Lent extend from Ash Wednesday through Holy
Saturday, omitting Sundays.



The last three days of Lent are the sacred Triduum of Maundy Thursday,
Good Friday, and Holy Saturday.

A season of Pre-Lent, peculiar to the Western rite, was eliminated with the
current BCP. It had developed in the 6th century as a time of special
supplication for God’s protection and defense in a period of great suffering in
Italy from war, pestilence, and famine. It was marked by three Sundays
before the beginning of Lent, called Septuagesima, Sexagesima, and
Quinquagesima—roughly 70, 60, and 50 days before Easter.

THE RESURRECTION (EASTER/PASCHAL CYCLE): Lent

Forty days and forty nights
Thou wast fasting in the wild;
Forty days and forty nights
Tempted, and yet undefiled.Forty days and forty nights

Thou wast fasting in the wild;
Forty days and forty nights

Tempted, and yet undefiled.



O that happy Easter Day!
"Christ is risen indeed," we say.

Yes, and Christ ascended, too,
to prepare a place for you.



THE RESURRECTION (EASTER/PASCHAL CYCLE): from Lent to Pentecost

The word Easter, commemorating the Resurrection of Christ, comes from the
Old English ēaster or ēastre, a festival of spring. According to Bede, the word
derives from the Anglo-Saxon spring goddess Eostre. Christians in England
applied the word to the principal festival of the church year, both day and
season. Other languages use a word derived from the Greek and
Latin Pascha, coming from the Hebrew Pesaḥ, “Passover.”

Easter sets the experience of springtime next to the ancient stories of
deliverance and the proclamation of the risen Christ. Faith in Jesus'
resurrection on the Sunday or third day following his crucifixion is at the heart
of Christian belief.

Easter always falls between March 22 and April 25 inclusive. Following Jewish
custom, the feast begins at sunset on Easter Eve with the Great Vigil of Easter.



THE RESURRECTION (EASTER/PASCHAL CYCLE): from Lent to Pentecost

The church commemorates the Feast of the
Ascension (from the Latin ascensio, “ascent”) of Christ
into heaven after his Resurrection as part of the total
victory of Christ celebrated from Easter to Pentecost. It
marks the conclusion of Jesus' post-resurrection
appearances.

Coming on a Thursday, the fortieth day of Easter, it is
one of the universally celebrated feasts of Christian
churches, ranking with the feasts of the Passion,
of Easter, and Pentecost. The Ascension is affirmed by
the Nicene and Apostles' Creeds.

The mini-season or sub-season Ascensiontide, now
incorporated into the fifty days of the Easter season, was
one of the briefest of liturgical seasons, lasting only ten
days.

Christi Himmelfahrt
By Gebhard Fugel, c.1893



God sent the Holy Ghost,
on the Day of Pentecost,
with us ever to abide.



THE RESURRECTION (EASTER/PASCHAL CYCLE): from Lent to Pentecost

The Christian festival of Pentecost (from the Greek pentecoste, “50th day”) is
based upon the narrative of Acts 2 recording the gift of the Holy Spirit to the
disciples and the launching of the church’s mission to all peoples fifty days
after the Resurrection.

In Judaism the word refers to a feast of seven weeks known as the Feast of
Weeks, an agricultural event that focused on the harvesting of first fruits on
the fiftieth day after the first day of Passover.

Pentecost used to be known as Whitsunday, a corruption of "White Sunday."
This term reflects the custom by which those who were baptized at the Vigil
of Pentecost would wear their white baptismal garments to church on the
Day of Pentecost.





THE SEASON AFTER PENTECOST

The season after Pentecost begins on the Monday following Pentecost and
continues through most of the summer and autumn. There are as many as
twenty-eight Sundays, depending on the date of Easter.

The term "ordinary time" is not used in the Prayer Book, but the season after
Pentecost can be considered ordinary time. The word "ordinary" as used
here comes from the ordinal numerals by which these weeks are identified.
It may be called the "green season," because green is the usual liturgical
color for this long period of the church year.



The Blessed Trinity 
with Crown

by Max Fürst
(1846–1917)

The First Sunday after Pentecost is called Trinity Sunday. It
is one of the few feasts that celebrates a doctrine instead
of an event. Gregory IX first observed Trinity Sunday in
828. The English associated this feast with Thomas Becket
(c.1118-70), who was consecrated bishop on Trinity
Sunday, 1162. His martyrdom may have influenced the
popularity of the feast in England and the Anglican
custom of naming the remaining Sundays of the church
year "Sundays after Trinity" or Trinitytide.

Prior to the 1979 BCP, Sundays in this long period of the
church year were not numbered as Sundays after
Pentecost.

THE SEASON AFTER PENTECOST



A new liturgical season or sub-season in the Christian annual cycle affirms the
sacredness of God’s creation and spreads hope about God’s reconciling work
in creation and promotes an understanding of environmental stewardship
and ecological justice. It stretches for eight weeks from St. Francis’ Day in
early October until the Advent Season in December.

This optional season exposes Episcopalians to the concepts of environmental
stewardship and ecological justice. It is a time for renewing, repairing, and
restoring our commitments to God, to one another, and to all of creation. It is
also a time for deepening and expanding our efforts to protect Creation and
encouraging sustainable lifestyles that reverse human contribution to climate
change.

THE SEASON AFTER PENTECOST



LITURGICAL COLORS in Episcopal Worship 

WHITE, the color of Jesus’ burial garments, for Christmas, Easter, and other
festival days, as well as marriages and funerals.

PURPLE/VIOLET for Advent (or ROYAL BLUE) & Lent (or UNBLEACHED LINEN).

RED for Holy Week, the Day of Pentecost, and at ordinations.

GREEN for Epiphanytide and the season after Pentecost.

BLACK for Good Friday.

Part of what makes observing
the liturgical year special is
color. The intentional use of
colors and color changes in
our churches can enliven and
deepen worship as well as
add to the beauty of the
experience. There is no single
color scheme recognized by
all Christians or even by all
Episcopalians.



SAINTS' DAYS AND COMMEMORATIONS

Episcopalians believe in the communion of saints and and so the liturgical
calendar accommodates feasts for saints. The usage of the term saint is
similar to Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox traditions.

The word derives from the Latin sanctus, meaning holy, and has long been
used in Christianity to refer to someone recognized as having lived a holy life
and as being an exemplar and model for other Christians.



Early Christian custom commemorated local martyrs
annually on the date of their death. By the 10th century,
the Church began to centralize and formalize the process
of recognizing saints, a process known as canonization.

In the first Book of Common Prayer Thomas Cranmer took
an axe to the vast number of commemorations that had
developed. His only required commemorations (called
“Red Letter Days,” because the names were originally
printed in red) were for saints who appear in the New
Testament (Apostles, Evangelists, etc.). All other
commemorations were optional (called “Black Letter
Days,” because they were printed in smaller, black type).
And these were also pruned back.

Anglicanism now commemorates many of the same
saints as those in the Roman Catholic calendar, mostly on
the same days, but also commemorates various notable
(often post-Reformation) Christians who have not been
canonized by Rome.

SAINTS' DAYS AND COMMEMORATIONS

St.Gregory of Nyssa 
Episcopal Church,
In San Francisco




