
A Beginner’s Guide to the Church Calendar by a Beginner1 
 
Growing up in a non-liturgical Baptist church, I’d never participated in the Advent or Lenten traditions.  
I knew nothing about the church calendar, the Lectionary or anything related to a more formal liturgy.  I 
knew about Easter and Christmas, of course, but didn’t know much about the significance of the times 
leading up to either holy day.  The focus was mainly on the Sundays around which Easter and Christmas 
took place, and often an accompanying choir musical or special service.   
 
As a result, I missed out on a lot of rich, meaningful tradition.  I’m thankful to have encountered these 
traditions in seminary and I’m thankful that Trinity emphasizes several of the significant periods of the 
church calendar, such as Advent leading up to Christmas and Lent leading up to Easter.  These seasons 
help us prepare for the two most significant periods of the church year.  Yet there is much more to the 
church calendar than Advent and Christmas, Lent and Easter.  The illustration below offers a visual 
representation of the church year, and it is my hope that what follows will provide you an introduction to 
the church year and the significant seasons that take place within it.   
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1 What follows is a combination of my own thoughts and the thoughts of others collected from the various websites 
listed bellow.  In order to avoid excessive footnotes, some of what follows is copied directly from other websites without 
citations and some is paraphrased.  You can find more information about the church year / church calendar on the following 
websites, which were used to assemble this introduction: http://www.crivoice.org/chyear_resources.html; 
http://www.liturgybytlw.com/Seasonal.html; http://www.churchyear.net/; http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-
Faith/Worship/Planning.aspx; http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03158a.htm; http://www.kencollins.com/holy-00.htm; 
http://thefellowship.info/Resources/Church-Resources. 
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The church year begins on the first Sunday of Advent. Advent, which is Latin for “coming” or “arrival,” 
is the four week period leading up to Christmas, usually beginning toward the end of November and 
culminating on Christmas Day.  Each week of Advent focuses on a different theme.  These themes vary 
within denominations and can vary from church to church within the denominations, but a common 
order is: HOPE, PEACE, JOY and LOVE.  These four weeks are a time of expectancy, as we prepare 
for the celebration of the coming of God into our world in the person of Jesus.  As Edward Hays put it, 
“Take time to be aware that in the very midst of our busy preparations for the celebration of Christ’s 
birth in ancient Bethlehem, Christ is reborn in the Bethlehems of our homes and daily lives. Take time, 
slow down, be still, be awake to the Divine Mystery that looks so common and so ordinary yet is 
wondrously present.”3  The primary color displayed during Advent is purple, representing royalty and 
honor, as well as repentance and fasting.  Sometimes blue is also used to symbolize hope and 
expectation.  The advent wreath, containing five candles (three purple, one pink and one white), is a 
focal point during this time.  The purple candles are used to represent the themes of hope, peace and 
love, the pink candle to represent joy and the white candle to represent Christ.  One candle is lit each 
Sunday and the Christ candle is lit during the Christmas Eve or Christmas day services. 
 
Twelve days after Christmas is a celebration known as “Epiphany Sunday” (usually January 6, but 
sometimes the Sunday prior to this date); which serves as the culmination of the Christmas season by 
celebrating the incarnation of God in Jesus.  The days between Christmas Day and Epiphany Sunday are 
sometimes called “Christmastide.”  Epiphany means “to make known,” reflecting the emphasis on 
God’s self-revelation, often by focusing on God’s revelation to the magi (wise men) who journeyed to 
worship the infant Jesus or God’s revelation to John the Baptist when he baptized Jesus in the Jordan.    
The primary color displayed during “Christmastide” is white (sometimes gold), which symbolize 
celebration, hope and new life.  For some Protestant traditions, the season of Epiphany extends from 
January 6th until Ash Wednesday, which begins the season of Lent.  Other traditions, especially the 
Roman Catholic tradition, observe Epiphany as a single day.  The Sundays between Epiphany and Ash 
Wednesday are counted as “Ordinary Time,” which is marked in green on the calendar.  
 
The Sundays of “Ordinary Time” focus on various aspects of the Christian faith, especially the mission 
of the church in the world.4  Green is the primary color displayed during “Ordinary Time” and is meant 
to symbolize new life and growth.  This time also often referred to as “time throughout the year,” a more 
literal translation of the Latin term tempus per annum.  “Ordinary Time is that part of the Liturgical 
Year that lies outside the seasons of Lent-Easter and Advent-Christmas. In Ordinary Time, the Church 
celebrates the mystery of Christ not in one specific aspect but in all its aspects. The readings during the 
liturgies of Ordinary Time help to instruct us on how to live out our Christian faith in our daily lives.”5  
Roman Catholic scholar Raymond Brown explained “ordinary time” as follows: “This [is] the time of 
the church [year] when we turn from reflecting on the mystery of Christ…to considering directly how 
that mystery affects the lives of those who believe in him” (Christ in the Gospels of the Ordinary 
Sundays, v).  These weeks can be understand as a time to apply what we have learned during our times 
of preparation for the coming of Christ at Christmas and the self-giving of Christ at Easter.  Advent and 
Lent can be seen as times to quiet ourselves, to learn from and reflect upon the life and teachings of 
Jesus, and “Ordinary Time” can be seen as times to practice what we preach.   

                                                                                                                                                                         
2 The liturgical cycle image may be found at: http://thankevann.com/homeschoolgoodies/?page_id=48.  Another, more 

detailed, version of the church year is included at the end of this document. 
3 http://www.appleseeds.org/Christmas-quotes.htm. 

4 The calendar at the end of this document, for example, divides the Ordinary Time from Trinity Sunday to the beginning of Advent 
into four sections, each with a different emphasis: The Call into God’s Kingdom, the Righteousness of the Kingdom, the New Life 
in the Kingdom and the Final Entrance into the Heavenly Kingdom. 

5 http://www.cyberfaith.com/calendar/ordinary.html. 
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One way to understand how the church calendar helps us order our lives is to see it as loosely analogous 
to the pattern of Jesus’ ministry.  When you read through the gospels, you find a rhythm to Jesus’ life 
and work.  He ministers and then he withdraws.  He reaches out and then he steps back to be renewed.  
He heals the sick, raises the dead, cleanses the lepers, restores sight to the blind, mentors his disciples 
and proclaims good news to the masses, but then he takes time to get away from all the activities, to 
remove himself from all the busyness, to withdraw from all the crowds so that he can find rest for his 
soul, his mind, his body, so that he can spend time in silence and solitude in order to restore himself and 
commune with God.   
 
I think the church calendar draws on Jesus’ practice of action and withdrawal, and offers us a visual 
reminder of our need to pay attention to the rhythms of our own lives.  We all need time to restore and 
renew ourselves.  We all need time to be taught and to learn.  We all need times where we 
(metaphorically) sit at Jesus’ feet like Mary did when Jesus visited her home.  But the calendar also 
reminds us that we can’t sit there forever.  At times we need to get up and work like Mary’s sister, 
Martha.  We have to apply what we learn and know and believe.  We have to join with Jesus in helping 
those in need—caring for those in poverty, bringing healing to those who are hurting, offering love to 
the outcast and freedom for those in bondage to all forms of captivity.   
 
Advent and Lent can serve as times where we intentionally slow down to focus on what God has called 
us to do and to be, to listen for God’s voice and to take time to learn from Jesus’ example, to find 
healing and hope and perhaps even faith once more.  “Ordinary Time” can function as the time where 
we intentionally get busy, focus on doing what God has called us to do and be, act on God’s commands 
and take time to act like Jesus as best we know how.  The church calendar reminds us of the rhythms, 
the cycles, the patterns of life.  It reminds us of the need to slow down and to speed up, to sit and to 
stand, to rest and to work.  It reminds us, in the words of Frederick Buechner, to “listen to [our lives]. 
See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. In the boredom and the pain of it no less than the excitement 
and gladness: touch, taste, smell your way to the holy and hidden heart of it because in the last analysis 
all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace."  Life is an ebb and flow of rest and labor, 
learning and acting, doing and hearing.  The church calendar helps us keep our life in balance and 
rhythm. 
 
We move from Epiphany Sunday through the season of Epiphany or “Ordinary Time” that follows, to 
the season of Lent, the forty day period leading up to Easter.  The forty days of Lent do not include 
Sundays, which are holy days that commemorate the resurrection of Jesus.  The color purple or violet is 
used during Lent to represent royalty and repentance.  It begins on Ash Wednesday, which is 
commemorated with a service in which the minister offers a reminder of our humanity and our need for 
God’s grace by marking the worshipper with the sign of the cross in ashes on their forehead and saying, 
“remember you are dust and to dust you shall return”—sometimes adding, “but the steadfast love of the 
LORD endures forever.”  Some ministers choose another expression, “turn away from sin and be 
faithful to the gospel,” while making the sign of the cross on the forehead.  Whatever statement the 
minister uses, receiving the ashes on the forehead symbolizes an attitude of mourning and repentance, as 
well as an acknowledgement of the need for the grace and mercy of God.  The imposition of ashes can 
be traced back to the Hebrew practice of putting on sackcloth and ashes as a symbol of grief and 
mourning, as well as repentance and remorse.   Amy Butler, the pastor of Calvary Baptist Church in 
Washington D.C., described Ash Wednesday this way: 
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We humans have a tendency to spend a whole lot of time constructing our lives with the shiny, careful 
veneer of perfection. But the thing is, everybody’s human. All of us crack, and cry, and crumble, and hurt 
-- and when we do, the dust of our humanness can get all over everything.   Ash Wednesday is a chance to 
let out a deep breath, sit right down in the middle of the cloud of dust that is our humanity, and just be 
fully human -- people who, even when we look as shiny as can be, still desperately need God.   That 
smeared cross of black ashes is there to help us remember that, no matter how successful or intelligent or 
accomplished or happy or educated or holy or beautiful or rich or wonderful we like to think we are, all of 
it is always covered with that human layer of dust. And, just like my friend commented about the piles of 
dirty snow on the roadside, the truth is that the dust of our humanity is there all the time -- not just on Ash 
Wednesday.  Sometimes it just takes a smudged cross on our foreheads for us to see it.  Remember that 
you are dust, and to dust you shall return. But the steadfast love of the LORD endures forever.6 

Lent, like Advent, prepares us for one of the two most significant celebrations of the church year.  It is a 
time for soul searching and for reflecting on one’s life.  Lent serves as a time for believers to re-focus 
and re-dedicate themselves to living in the way of Jesus, and, in traditions that practice a catechumenal7 
process, as a time when new believers can receive instructions in the faith in order to prepare them for 
baptism.  By participating in the forty days of Lent, the believer is imitating Jesus’ time in the desert at 
the beginning of his ministry.  Just as Jesus fasted from food (and resisted temptations to turn from his 
messianic calling) during this forty day period, observers of Lent often fast from something that is of 
significance in their life (and reflect on the temptations that seek to turn them from their journey in the 
way of Jesus).  Fasting during Lent serves the same purpose as fasting at other times.  It is an intentional 
decision to cease from a certain activity in order to focus one’s attention on God in order to experience a 
sense of freedom and renewal.  The desire to do the activity during the period of fasting reminds us to 
turn our attention to God and admit our need for God’s help and support.  Whatever one’s practices 
during the season of Lent, the focus is on repentance (turning) from sin, renewing our faith in and our 
obedience to the way of Jesus and celebrating the mysteries of our salvation (liberation).  Frederick 
Buechner described the season of Lent as follows: 
 

In many cultures there is an ancient custom of giving a tenth of each year's income to some holy use. For 
Christians to observe the forty days of Lent is to do the same thing with roughly a tenth of each year's 
days.  After being baptized by John in the river Jordan, Jesus went off alone into the wilderness where he 
spent forty days asking himself the question what it meant to be Jesus. During Lent, Christians are 
supposed to ask, one way or another, what it means to be themselves.  If you had to bet everything you 
have on whether there is a God or whether there isn't, which side would get your money and why?  When 
you look at your face in the mirror, what do you see in it that you most like and what do you see in it that 
you most deplore?  If you had only one last message to leave to the handful of people who are most 
important to you, what would it be in twenty-five words or less?  Of all the things you have done in your 
life, which is the one you most like to undo? Which is the one that makes you happiest to remember?  Is 
there any person in the world, or any cause, that, if circumstances called for it, you would be willing to 
die for?  To hear yourself try to answer questions like these is to begin to hear something not only of who 
you are but of both what you are becoming and what you are failing to become. It can be a pretty 
depressing business all in all, but if sackcloth and ashes are at the start of it, something like Easter may be 
at the end.8 

                                                 
6 http://www.abpnews.com/content/view/4884/9. 
7 A catechumen is “1:  A convert to Christianity receiving training in doctrine and discipline before baptism; 2: One 

receiving instruction in the basic doctrines of Christianity before admission to communicant membership in a church,” 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/catechumen.  A catechism is “is a summary or exposition of doctrine, traditionally 
used in Christian religious teaching from New Testament times to the present.[1] Catechisms are doctrinal manuals often in the 
form of questions followed by answers to be memorized, a format that has been used in non-religious or secular contexts as well,” 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catechism.  For more information on the content of this education process visit: 
http://www.usccb.org/catechism/text. 

8 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, (Harper & Row, 1973). 
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The final week of Lent is known as Holy Week.  Most Baptists know about Palm Sunday and Good 
Friday, but there are a few other days of significance during this week that are often overlooked.  The 
days of Holy Week are Palm Sunday (the Sunday before Easter), Holy Thursday or Maundy Thursday, 
Holy Friday or Good Friday and Holy Saturday, all of which lead the worshipper to the “high holy day” 
of the church year, Easter Sunday.  What is known as the “Pascal,” “Holy” or “Easter Triduum” takes 
place during Holy Week.  Though the Triduum occurs during Lent, it is often viewed as a separate 
observance within, but distinct from, the Lenten season.  Triduum is Latin for three days, so this period 
encompasses a three day period—the evening of Holy Thursday through the evening of Easter Sunday.  
This time is set apart on the church calendar in order to emphasize the culmination of Jesus’ earthly 
ministry, and the centrality of these events to our lives as followers of Jesus Messiah.  Lent prepares the 
worshipper to participate in the observances beginning on the evening Maundy Thursday (the first day 
of the Triduum) and the observances on these days prepare the worshipper for the celebration of Jesus’ 
resurrection that begins on Easter Sunday.  As explained by Pope Benedict XVI, the Triduum “allow[s] 
us to relive the event central to our Redemption. [It] lead[s] us to the nucleus of Christian faith: the 
passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. These three days could be considered one single day. 
They make up the heart and are the key to both the liturgical year and the life of the Church.”9 
 
Palm Sunday, the final Sunday of Lent, begins Holy Week by focusing on Jesus’ entrance into 
Jerusalem.  Traditionally, worshippers reenact the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem by waving palm 
branches and singing songs of celebration. Sometimes this is accompanied by a processional into the 
church.  In some churches, they emphasize the Passion of Jesus during Palm Sunday services as a way to 
balance the celebration of Easter Sunday.  Rather than having the two Sundays both focus on triumph, 
Palm Sunday is sometimes presented as a time to reflect on the suffering and death of Jesus. This 
provides an opportunity for people who do not or cannot attend a Good Friday service (or, for a church 
that does not have a Good Friday service) to experience the tension and anguish between Jesus’ death 
and resurrection.  However it is celebrated, Palm Sunday provides an opportunity to recognize that the 
liberation this Messiah brings is not one of conquest and domination but one of humble service and self-
less giving even to the point of death.  Entering into Jerusalem the cries were those of Jewish 
nationalism—“blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!” (Mk 11.10).  These hopes are soon 
dashed by the Messiah who comes, not to overthrow the Romans, but to transform the ideology that pits 
nation against nation and people against people and to liberate all humanity from this way of life in 
order to create the one new humanity of which Paul spoke (Eph 2.15b) through the power of love.  Palm 
Sunday reminds us of the attitude and behavior we are called to imitate—renunciation of violence in 
order to expose the inability of violence to bring a just and lasting peace, even if it means submitting to 
death by the very ones you desire to redeem.   
 
Holy Thursday or Maundy Thursday focuses on the last supper Jesus shared with his disciples and the 
betrayal of Jesus by his disciple Judas.  “Maundy” comes from a Latin word meaning “to give,” “to 
entrust,” “to order,” drawing upon the final instructions Jesus gave to his disciples during which he 
entrusted them with the task of continuing his ministry after he was gone.  Services on Maundy 
Thursday vary from church to church, but sharing the Lord’s Supper is universal and the theme is most 
often that of remembrance.  As Jesus and his disciples followed the instructions in the Torah to 
remember God’s acts of deliverance in their history as they shared the Passover meal together, so Jesus 
calls us to remember the new act of deliverance in our history that unfolds.  It is a time to reflect on the 
life and teachings of Jesus, a time to renew our commitment to continue his ministry and to prepare for a 
time to remember his death and burial on Holy Friday (Good Friday). 

                                                 
9 For a more detailed explanation of the Easter Triduum, read the following statements from Pope Benedict XVI of which 

the above is an excerpt: http://www.catholic.org/featured/headline.php?ID=5455. 
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Holy Friday or Good Friday is a time to focus and reflect on the arrest, trial, crucifixion, death and burial 
of Jesus.  The primary color displayed in the services on Good Friday is black, to symbolize the death of 
Jesus and the grief and mourning of his followers.  There are a wide variety of services for Good Friday, 
but all are aimed at allowing worshippers to experience some sense of the pain, humiliation, and ending 
in the journey to the cross. The traditional Catholic service for Good Friday is held in mid-afternoon to 
correspond to the final words of Jesus from the cross (around 3 PM, Matt 27:46-50). However, modern 
schedules have caused some churches to move the service to the evening so that more people are able to 
participate. Usually, a Good Friday service is a series of Scripture readings, a short homily, and a time of 
meditation and prayer.   
 
Holy Saturday corresponds to the Jewish Sabbath, the day Jesus rested in the grave, and concludes the 
season of Lent.  Following the services on Good Friday, the sanctuary is often stripped of any 
decorations and remains so until Easter Sunday services.  No services are conducted on this day, which 
allows the worshipper to reflect on the meaning of Jesus’ death and the sorrow caused by his absence, 
even as they wait in expectation for the coming resurrection.   
 
Holy Week culminates on Easter Sunday, when the black colors displayed of Good Friday and the 
barren sanctuary of Holy Saturday are replaced by the return of the normal decorum and the display of 
white colors at the Sunday worship gathering.  Easter Sunday contrasts the mourning and grief of the 
Good Friday services and the time of reflection and waiting of Holy Saturday with the celebration and 
rejoicing over the resurrection of Jesus.  Baptists tend to focus primarily on the Easter Sunday services, 
but the season of Easter continues until the celebration of Pentecost (roughly 50 days after Easter).  This 
period is called  
“Eastertide” or “Easter Season” and it is a time to celebrate the resurrection of Jesus and a time of 
expectancy as we look forward to the coming of God’s Spirit at Pentecost.  The refrain, “Christ is risen!”  
“He is risen indeed!” is often proclaimed during this time.  This is a preparation time for Jesus’ earthly 
departure and for the coming of God’s Spirit, much like Advent and Lent serve as times of preparation 
for Christmas and Easter.  Forty days after Easter Sunday there is a celebration to commemorate Jesus’ 
ascension into heaven.  The service can be held on the fortieth day after Easter Sunday or on the Sunday 
following the fortieth day, based on Acts 1.1-11, which reports that there were forty days between Jesus’ 
resurrection and his ascension into heaven. 
 
Pentecost (also known as “Whitsunday”) takes place seven Sundays (50 days) after Easter Sunday and is 
the culmination of “Eastertide.”  “The origin of [the term “Whitsunday”] is unclear, but may derive from 
the Old English word for "White Sunday," referring to the practice of baptizing converts clothed in 
white robes on the Sunday of Pentecost.  In English-speaking traditions, new converts were baptized on 
Easter, Pentecost, and All Saints Day, primarily for pragmatic purposes: people went to church these 
days. Alternatively, the name Whitsunday may have originally meant "Wisdom Sunday," since the Holy 
Spirit is traditionally viewed as the Wisdom of God, who bestows wisdom upon Christians at 
baptism.”10  Pentecost was originally an Old Testament festival, held fifty days after the Passover 
festival and commemorating God giving the Ten Commandments to Moses on Mount Sinai, fifty days 
after their exodus from Egyptian captivity.  It was originally called the Feast of Weeks, and was an 
agricultural festival celebrating and giving thanks for the "first fruits" of the early spring harvest, and 
even later for God’s giving of the law to the people of Israel.  In all these manifestations, Pentecost 
represents God’s gracious, enabling presence actively at work among God’s people, calling and enabling 
them to live out in dynamic ways the witness of being God’s people.  The New Testament writers drew 
upon this festival and connected it to the empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  The primary color displayed 

                                                 
10 http://www.churchyear.net/pentecost.html. 
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during Pentecost is red, which symbolizes the power and fire (motivation and empowerment) of God’s 
Spirit, as well as the universal Church, represented at Pentecost by the apostles and early followers of 
Jesus who were gathered in the Upper Room waiting for the God Spirit to empower them to proclaim 
the Gospel throughout the world.  For Christians, Pentecost Sunday is a day to celebrate the hope 
evoked by the recognition that God, through the Spirit, is still at work among God’s people. It is a 
celebration of newness, of re-creation and of a renewed commitment to our purpose, mission and calling 
as God’s people. It is a celebration of God’s ongoing work in the world. 

Following Pentecost we enter into another period of “Ordinary Time,” beginning with Trinity Sunday 
(the first Sunday after Pentecost) and ending with the first Sunday of Advent.  “Trinity Sunday,” also 
known as “The Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity,” is a time to intentionally focus on and teach about 
the holy, eternal, triune God—Creator, Son, Spirit.  This celebration helps us transition from the Easter 
season into Ordinary Time.  We celebrate the empowering presence of God’s Spirit as the culmination 
of Easter, and during Ordinary Time we are challenged to let the Spirit move in, through and among us 
to share the good news of God’s grace that we have just celebrated in the first half of the church year.   

“Christ the King Sunday” is emphasized by some Protestants traditions, and it is celebrated on the final 
Sunday of “Ordinary Time” before Advent.11  This celebration helps us transition from “Ordinary Time” 
to the season of Advent by emphasizing the authority of Christ and sovereignty of God over all of 
creation.  It is a time to submit our lives to the guidance of God through Jesus Christ, committing to live 
in obedience to his commandments and to emulate his lifestyle, believing that through his path of non-
violence and love we find the way, the truth and the life that brings healing to ourselves and all of 
creation.  It is a time to reflect on the meaning and significance of Jesus’ life and teachings, to remember 
the seasons and celebrations of the church year that we have just journeyed through and to look forward 
in hope, knowing that even our failures and defeats from the prior year are not final or fatal and a new 
dawn is coming with the arrival of the Messiah at Christmas.   

With the first Sunday of Advent we resume the cycle, committing ourselves once more to journey 
together through the seasons and celebrations of a new year, remembering that “how we spend our days 
is, of course, how we spend our lives,”12 believing that God will be with us yet again (in our failures as 
much as in our triumphs) and that God will offer the hope of newness and healing and redemption. 

 

                                                 
11 Roman Catholics also celebrate three other days: Corpus Christi, Assumption and All Saints Day.  To find out 

more about the meaning of these days visit http://www.churchyear.net/index.html. 
12 Annie Dillard. 
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