A Beginner's Guide to the Church Calendar by a Beginer"

Growing up in a non-liturgical Baptist church, ihever participated in the Advent or Lenten tradisio

I knew nothing about the church calendar, the loeetry or anything related to a more formal liturgy.
knew about Easter and Christmas, of course, buttdidow much about the significance of the times
leading up to either holy day. The focus was nyaom the Sundays around which Easter and Christmas
took place, and often an accompanying choir musicapecial service.

As a result, | missed out on a lot of rich, meafuhgradition. I'm thankful to have encounterecksie
traditions in seminary and I'm thankful that Tringkmphasizes several of the significant periodthef
church calendar, such as Advent leading up to @hais and Lent leading up to Easter. These seasons
help us prepare for the two most significant pesiofithe church year. Yet there is much more & th
church calendar than Advent and Christmas, Lent EBaster. The illustration below offers a visual
representation of the church year, and it is myehtjat what follows will provide you an introduatito

the church year and the significant seasons thatgkace within it.

Pentecost
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! What follows is a combination of my own thoughtsiahe thoughts of others collected from the varimebsites
listed bellow. In order to avoid excessive fooastsome of what follows is copied directly frorhetwebsites without
citations and some is paraphrased. You can finanmbormation about the church year / church cdderon the following
websites, which were used to assemble this inttamhuchttp://www.crivoice.org/chyear_resources.html
http://www.liturgybytlw.com/Seasonal.html; http:Mw.churchyear.net/; http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-
Faith/Worship/Planning.aspx; http://www.newadverg/cathen/03158a.htm; http://www.kencollins.comyho0.htm;
http://thefellowship.info/Resources/Church-Resosarce



The church year begins on the first Sunday of Atv&dvent, which is Latin for “coming” or “arrivdl,

is the four week period leading up to Christmasjallg beginning toward the end of November and
culminating on Christmas Day. Each week of Advectses on a different theme. These themes vary
within denominations and can vary from church tarch within the denominations, but a common
order is: HOPE, PEACE, JOY and LOVE. These fouekgeare a time of expectancy, as we prepare
for the celebration of the coming of God into owrld in the person of Jesus. As Edward Hays put it
“Take time to be aware that in the very midst of busy preparations for the celebration of Christ's
birth in ancient Bethlehem, Christ is reborn in Bethlehems of our homes and daily lives. Take time
slow down, be still, be awake to the Divine Mysteémat looks so common and so ordinary yet is
wondrously present” The primary color displayed during Advent is darpepresenting royalty and
honor, as well as repentance and fasting. Sometibhee is also used to symbolize hope and
expectation. The advent wreath, containing fivedbas (three purple, one pink and one white), is a
focal point during this time. The purple candles ased to represent the themes of hope, peace and
love, the pink candle to represent joy and the evhéndle to represent Christ. One candle is thea
Sunday and the Christ candle is lit during the §&thras Eve or Christmas day services.

Twelve days after Christmas is a celebration kn@sn‘Epiphany Sunday” (usually January 6, but
sometimes the Sunday prior to this date); whicheseias the culmination of the Christmas season by
celebrating the incarnation of God in Jesus. Taesdetween Christmas Day and Epiphany Sunday are
sometimes called “Christmastide.” Epiphany meatts rhake known,” reflecting the emphasis on
God's self-revelation, often by focusing on Godéwelation to the magi (wise men) who journeyed to
worship the infant Jesus or God’s revelation tonJtite Baptist when he baptized Jesus in the Jordan.
The primary color displayed during “Christmastidis” white (sometimes gold), which symbolize
celebration, hope and new life. For some Protégtaditions, the season of Epiphany extends from
January 6th until Ash Wednesday, which begins #wsen of Lent. Other traditions, especially the
Roman Catholic tradition, observe Epiphany as glsiday. The Sundays between Epiphany and Ash
Wednesday are counted as “Ordinary Time,” whiamagked in green on the calendar.

The Sundays of “Ordinary Time” focus on variousexdp of the Christian faith, especially the mission
of the church in the world. Green is the primary color displayed during “@atly Time” and is meant
to symbolize new life and growth. This time aldten referred to as “time throughout the year,” @ren
literal translation of the Latin terrempus per annum “Ordinary Time is that part of the Liturgical
Year that lies outside the seasons of Lent-Eastérfalvent-Christmas. In Ordinary Time, the Church
celebrates the mystery of Christ not in one speeaifipect but in all its aspects. The readings duhe
liturgies of Ordinary Time help to instruct us oovhto live out our Christian faith in our daily &s.”
Roman Catholic scholar Raymond Brown explained it@d/ time” as follows: “This [is] the time of
the church [year] when we turn from reflecting e mystery of Christ...to considering directly how
that mystery affects the lives of those who beligvehim” (Christ in the Gospels of the Ordinary
Sundaysv). These weeks can be understand as a timgply hat we have learned during our times
of preparation for the coming of Christ at Chrisgnaad the self-giving of Christ at Easter. Advamnd
Lent can be seen as times to quiet ourselves,ato ieEom and reflect upon the life and teachings of
Jesus, and “Ordinary Time” can be seen as timpsaidtice what we preach.

% The liturgical cycle image may be found at: hfthdnkevann.com/homeschoolgoodies/?page_id=48th&nanore
detailed, version of the church year is includethatend of this document.

% http://www.appleseeds.org/Christmas-quotes.htm.
* The calendar at the end of this document, for eendivides the Ordinary Time from Trinity Sundaythe beginning of Advent
into four sections, each with a different emphabiee Call into God’s Kingdom, the RighteousnesthefKingdom, the New Life
in the Kingdom and the Final Entrance into the Hedy Kingdom.

® http://www.cyberfaith.com/calendar/ordinary.html.
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One way to understand how the church calendar huslgsder our lives is to see it as loosely analsgo

to the pattern of Jesus’ ministry. When you rdadugh the gospels, you find a rhythm to Jesus’ lif
and work. He ministers and then he withdraws. rééehes out and then he steps back to be renewed.
He heals the sick, raises the dead, cleanses pibes]erestores sight to the blind, mentors hisipliss

and proclaims good news to the masses, but théakies time to get away from all the activities, to
remove himself from all the busyness, to withdraenf all the crowds so that he can find rest for his
soul, his mind, his body, so that he can spend tms#ence and solitude in order to restore hifmaet
commune with God.

| think the church calendar draws on Jesus’ praaticaction and withdrawal, and offers us a visual
reminder of our need to pay attention to the rhy@lohour own lives. We all need time to restord an
renew ourselves. We all need time to be taught @mndearn. We all need times where we
(metaphorically) sit at Jesus’ feet like Mary dithem Jesus visited her home. But the calendar also
reminds us that we can't sit there forever. Ateinwe need to get up and work like Mary’s sister,
Martha. We have to apply what we learn and knod/laglieve. We have to join with Jesus in helping
those in need—caring for those in poverty, bringegling to those who are hurting, offering love to
the outcast and freedom for those in bondage torlis of captivity.

Advent and Lent can serve as times where we imealily slow down to focus on what God has called
us to do and to be, to listen for God’s voice andake time to learn from Jesus’ example, to find
healing and hope and perhaps even faith once nmi@eadinary Time” can function as the time where
we intentionally get busy, focus on doing what ®ad called us to do and be, act on God’s commands
and take time to act like Jesus as best we know hbwe church calendar reminds us of the rhythms,
the cycles, the patterns of life. It reminds ugh# need to slow down and to speed up, to sittand
stand, to rest and to work. It reminds us, inwweds of Frederick Buechner, to “listen to [ourelg].
See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. la Horedom and the pain of it no less than the exant
and gladness: touch, taste, smell your way to the énd hidden heart of it because in the lastyaisl

all moments are key moments, and life itself iscgra Life is an ebb and flow of rest and labor,
learning and acting, doing and hearing. The chwalendar helps us keep our life in balance and
rhythm.

We move from Epiphany Sunday through the seasdfpgthany or “Ordinary Time” that follows, to
the season of Lent, the forty day period leadingaifgaster. The forty days of Lent do not include
Sundays, which are holy days that commemoratee@rmection of Jesus. The color purple or videt i
used during Lent to represent royalty and repemtandt begins on Ash Wednesday, which is
commemorated with a service in which the ministéere a reminder of our humanity and our need for
God'’s grace by marking the worshipper with the 9§the cross in ashes on their forehead and saying
“remember you are dust and to dust you shall rétdsometimes adding, “but the steadfast love of the
LORD endures forever.” Some ministers choose amo#xpression, “turn away from sin and be
faithful to the gospel,” while making the sign dfet cross on the forehead. Whatever statement the
minister uses, receiving the ashes on the forebgatholizes an attitude of mourning and repentaase,
well as an acknowledgement of the need for theegaad mercy of God. The imposition of ashes can
be traced back to the Hebrew practice of puttingsaokcloth and ashes as a symbol of grief and
mourning, as well as repentance and remorse. Buatler, the pastor of Calvary Baptist Church in
Washington D.C., described Ash Wednesday this way:



We humans have a tendency to spend a whole ldmef ¢onstructing our lives with the shiny, careful
veneer of perfection. But the thing is, everybodysnan. All of us crack, and cry, and crumble, hod

-- and when we do, the dust of our humanness daallgever everything. Ash Wednesday is a chdace
let out a deep breath, sit right down in the midafiehe cloud of dust that is our humanity, and jos
fully human -- people who, even when we look asglds can be, still desperately need God. That
smeared cross of black ashes is there to helpnusmber that, no matter how successful or intelligen
accomplished or happy or educated or holy or biduati rich or wonderful we like to think we ard| af

it is always covered with that human layer of déstd, just like my friend commented about the pibés
dirty snow on the roadside, the truth is that thst@f our humanity is there all the time -- nattjon Ash
Wednesday. Sometimes it just takes a smudged orossir foreheads for us to see it. Remember that
you are dust, and to dust you shall return. Busteadfast love of the LORD endures foréver.

Lent, like Advent, prepares us for one of the twastrsignificant celebrations of the church yearis h
time for soul searching and for reflecting on onl@ss. Lent serves as a time for believers tooedfs
and re-dedicate themselves to living in the wayesfus, and, in traditions that practice a catechathe
process, as a time when new believers can recestrictions in the faith in order to prepare them f
baptism. By patrticipating in the forty days of tethe believer is imitating Jesus’ time in the etést
the beginning of his ministry. Just as Jesus daBtan food (and resisted temptations to turn fiois
messianic calling) during this forty day period,selvers of Lent often fast from something thatfis o
significance in their life (and reflect on the teaions that seek to turn them from their journeyhe
way of Jesus). Fasting during Lent serves the gam@ose as fasting at other times. It is an ieal
decision to cease from a certain activity in ordefocus one’s attention on God in order to expergea
sense of freedom and renewal. The desire to dadtigty during the period of fasting reminds os t
turn our attention to God and admit our need fod'&delp and support. Whatever one’s practices
during the season of Lent, the focus is on repeetdturning) from sin, renewing our faith in androu
obedience to the way of Jesus and celebrating tystemes of our salvation (liberation). Frederick
Buechner described the season of Lent as follows:

In many cultures there is an ancient custom ofhgjd tenth of each year's income to some holykse.
Christians to observe the forty days of Lent igltothe same thing with roughly a tenth of each 'gear
days. After being baptized by John in the rivedaa, Jesus went off alone into the wilderness @/her
spent forty days asking himself the question whanéant to be Jesus. During Lent, Christians are
supposed to ask, one way or another, what it meahe themselves. If you had to bet everything you
have on whether there is a God or whether thetg vghich side would get your money and why? When
you look at your face in the mirror, what do yoe & it that you most like and what do you sed that
you most deplore? If you had only one last messadeave to the handful of people who are most
important to you, what would it be in twenty-fiveowds or less? Of all the things you have doneoury
life, which is the one you most like to undo? Whistihe one that makes you happiest to remember? |
there any person in the world, or any cause, thaircumstances called for it, you would be willito

die for? To hear yourself try to answer questidaesthese is to begin to hear something not ofilyloo

you are but of both what you are becoming and wioat are failing to become. It can be a pretty
depressirég business all in all, but if sackclottl ashes are at the start of it, something likedtanay be

at the end.

® http://www.abpnews.com/content/view/4884/9.

" A catechumen is “1: A convert to Christianityeadng training in doctrine and discipline beforaptism; 2: One
receiving instruction in the basic doctrines of iStianity before admission to communicant memberéhia church,”
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/catechmmé\ catechism is “is a summary or exposition oftdine, traditionally
used in Christian religious teaching from New Teawat times to the present.[1] Catechisms are dwdtmanuals often in the
form of questions followed by answers to be meneatja format that has been used in non-religioseoular contexts as well,”
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catechism. For morddrmation on the content of this education procesis
http://www.uscch.org/catechism/text.

8 Frederick BuechnekVishful Thinking: A Theological ABQHarper & Row, 1973).
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The final week of Lent is known as Holy Week. M@&sptists know about Palm Sunday and Good
Friday, but there are a few other days of signifceaduring this week that are often overlookede Th
days of Holy Week are Palm Sunday (the Sunday bdfaister), Holy Thursday or Maundy Thursday,
Holy Friday or Good Friday and Holy Saturday, dlirdich lead the worshipper to the “high holy day”
of the church year, Easter Sunday. What is knosvtha “Pascal,” “Holy” or “Easter Triduum” takes
place during Holy Week. Though the Triduum occdusing Lent, it is often viewed as a separate
observance within, but distinct from, the Lenteasss. Triduumis Latin for three days, so this period
encompasses a three day period—the evening of Halysday through the evening of Easter Sunday.
This time is set apart on the church calendar dewoto emphasize the culmination of Jesus’ earthly
ministry, and the centrality of these events tolougs as followers of Jesus Messiah. Lent preptre
worshipper to participate in the observances baggon the evening Maundy Thursday (the first day
of the Triduum) and the observances on these demape the worshipper for the celebration of Jesus’
resurrection that begins on Easter Sunday. Asamed by Pope Benedict XVI, the Triduum “allow][s]
us to relive the event central to our Redemptidth.l¢ad[s] us to the nucleus of Christian faithet
passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Chrigtsélthree days could be considered one single day.
They make up the heart and are the key to botlitthgical year and the life of the Church.”

Palm Sunday, the final Sunday of Lent, begins H@fgek by focusing on Jesus’ entrance into
Jerusalem. Traditionally, worshippers reenact ¢néry of Jesus into Jerusalem by waving palm
branches and singing songs of celebration. Somstttnie is accompanied by a processional into the
church. In some churches, they emphasize thedPastiesus during Palm Sunday services as a way to
balance the celebration of Easter Sunday. Rali@er having the two Sundays both focus on triumph,
Palm Sunday is sometimes presented as a time lextrein the suffering and death of Jesus. This
provides an opportunity for people who do not ot attend a Good Friday service (or, for a church
that does not have a Good Friday service) to egpee the tension and anguish between Jesus’ death
and resurrection. However it is celebrated, Palmd&y provides an opportunity to recognize that the
liberation this Messiah brings is not one of corsj@d domination but one of humble service anid sel
less giving even to the point of death. EnteringpiJerusalem the cries were those of Jewish
nationalism—"blessed is the coming kingdom of aathér David!” (Mk 11.10). These hopes are soon
dashed by the Messiah who comes, not to overthnevRbmans, but to transform the ideology that pits
nation against nation and people against peoplet@aritberate all humanity from this way of life in
order to create the one new humanity of which Bpake (Eph 2.15b) through the power of love. Palm
Sunday reminds us of the attitude and behavior igecalled to imitate—renunciation of violence in
order to expose the inability of violence to brimgust and lasting peace, even if it means submit
death by the very ones you desire to redeem.

Holy Thursday or Maundy Thursday focuses on thedapper Jesus shared with his disciples and the
betrayal of Jesus by his disciple Judas. “Maunclythes from a Latin word meaning “to give,” “to
entrust,” “to order,” drawing upon the final insttions Jesus gave to his disciples during which he
entrusted them with the task of continuing his stiyi after he was gone. Services on Maundy
Thursday vary from church to church, but sharingltbrd’s Supper is universal and the theme is most
often that of remembrance. As Jesus and his diéscifpllowed the instructions in the Torah to
remember God’s acts of deliverance in their hisemythey shared the Passover meal together, s® Jesu
calls us to remember the new act of deliveranaauimhistory that unfolds. It is a time to reflest the

life and teachings of Jesus, a time to renew ommaidment to continue his ministry and to prepanegfo
time to remember his death and burial on Holy Bri@@ood Friday).

° For a more detailed explanation of the Easterulnid, read the following statements from Pope BastétW! of which
the above is an excerpt: http://www.catholic.orgtfeed/headline.php?ID=5455.
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Holy Friday or Good Friday is a time to focus amtlact on the arrest, trial, crucifixion, death dndial

of Jesus. The primary color displayed in the sswvion Good Friday is black, to symbolize the de&th
Jesus and the grief and mourning of his followékere are a wide variety of services for Good &yijd
but all are aimed at allowing worshippers to exgace some sense of the pain, humiliation, and gndin
in the journey to the cross. The traditional Cathekrvice for Good Friday is held in mid-afterndon
correspond to the final words of Jesus from thesi@round 3 PM, Matt 27:46-50). However, modern
schedules have caused some churches to move theederthe evening so that more people are able to
participate. Usually, a Good Friday service is réeseof Scripture readings, a short homily, anohee tof
meditation and prayer.

Holy Saturday corresponds to the Jewish Sabbathdaly Jesus rested in the grave, and concludes the
season of Lent. Following the services on Goodidi the sanctuary is often stripped of any
decorations and remains so until Easter Sundaycsstv No services are conducted on this day, which
allows the worshipper to reflect on the meaningesus’ death and the sorrow caused by his absence,
even as they wait in expectation for the comingimestion.

Holy Week culminates on Easter Sunday, when thekbtmlors displayed of Good Friday and the
barren sanctuary of Holy Saturday are replacechbyréturn of the normal decorum and the display of
white colors at the Sunday worship gathering. &aSunday contrasts the mourning and grief of the
Good Friday services and the time of reflection amiting of Holy Saturday with the celebration and
rejoicing over the resurrection of Jesus. Baptestsl to focus primarily on the Easter Sunday sesyi

but the season of Easter continues until the cafielor of Pentecost (roughly 50 days after East&his
period is called
“Eastertide” or “Easter Season” and it is a timecedebrate the resurrection of Jesus and a time of
expectancy as we look forward to the coming of G&pirit at Pentecost. The refrain, “Christ i€ns

“He is risen indeed!” is often proclaimed duringsttime. This is a preparation time for Jesustrdgr
departure and for the coming of God’s Spirit, mlikb Advent and Lent serve as times of preparation
for Christmas and Easter. Forty days after E€Steday there is a celebration to commemorate Jesus’
ascension into heaven. The service can be heldeofortieth day after Easter Sunday or on the Suynd
following the fortieth day, based on Acts 1.1-1hjeh reports that there were forty days betweensles
resurrection and his ascension into heaven.

Pentecost (also known as “Whitsunday”) takes ptsxen Sundays (50 days) after Easter Sunday and is
the culmination of “Eastertide.” “The origin ohi term “Whitsunday”] is unclear, but may derivenfr

the OIld English word for "White Sunday," referritg the practice of baptizing converts clothed in
white robes on the Sunday of Pentecost. In Englistaking traditions, new converts were baptized on
Easter, Pentecost, and All Saints Day, primarily goagmatic purposes: people went to church these
days. Alternatively, the name Whitsunday may havgirally meant "Wisdom Sunday," since the Holy
Spirit is traditionally viewed as the Wisdom of Godho bestows wisdom upon Christians at
baptism.”® Pentecost was originally an Old Testament fektield fifty days after the Passover
festival and commemorating God giving the Ten Comanaents to Moses on Mount Sinai, fifty days
after their exodus from Egyptian captivity. It wasginally called the Feast of Weeks, and was an
agricultural festival celebrating and giving tharfks the "first fruits" of the early spring harvesind
even later for God’s giving of the law to the peopif Israel. In all these manifestations, Pentecos
represents God’s gracious, enabling presence §ctvavork among God'’s people, calling and enabling
them to live out in dynamic ways the witness ofigeGod’s people. The New Testament writers drew
upon this festival and connected it to the empoveaitnof the Holy Spirit. The primary color displaye

19 http://www.churchyear.net/pentecost.html.



during Pentecost is red, which symbolizes the paamer fire (motivation and empowerment) of God’s
Spirit, as well as the universal Church, represkatePentecost by the apostles and early followers
Jesus who were gathered in the Upper Room waitinghe God Spirit to empower them to proclaim
the Gospel throughout the world. For ChristiansntBcost Sunday is a day to celebrate the hope
evoked by the recognition that God, through theiSps still at work among God’s people. It is a
celebration of newness, of re-creation and of awed commitment to our purpose, mission and calling
as God’s people. It is a celebration of God’s ongavork in the world.

Following Pentecost we enter into another periodQiinary Time,” beginning with Trinity Sunday
(the first Sunday after Pentecost) and ending withfirst Sunday of Advent. “Trinity Sunday,” also
known as “The Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinitys a time to intentionally focus on and teach about
the holy, eternal, triune God—Creator, Son, Spifihis celebration helps us transition from thet&as
season into Ordinary Time. We celebrate the empog@resence of God’s Spirit as the culmination
of Easter, and during Ordinary Time we are chakkehtp let the Spirit move in, through and among us
to share the good news of God’s grace that we justeelebrated in the first half of the churchryea

“Christ the King Sunday” is emphasized by some é3taints traditions, and it is celebrated on thal fin
Sunday of “Ordinary Time” before Adveht. This celebration helps us transition from “Ordin@ime”

to the season of Advent by emphasizing the authafitChrist and sovereignty of God over all of
creation. It is a time to submit our lives to thedance of God through Jesus Christ, committinkyto

in obedience to his commandments and to emulatkféssyle, believing that through his path of non-
violence and love we find the way, the truth and life that brings healing to ourselves and all of
creation. Itis a time to reflect on the meaning aignificance of Jesus’ life and teachings, toember
the seasons and celebrations of the church yewthhave just journeyed through and to look fodvar
in hope, knowing that even our failures and defé&at® the prior year are not final or fatal andewn
dawn is coming with the arrival of the Messiah &ti€tmas.

With the first Sunday of Advent we resume the cydemmitting ourselves once more to journey
together through the seasons and celebrationseiayear, remembering that “how we spend our days
is, of course, how we spend our livéé pelieving that God will be with us yet again (iardailures as
much as in our triumphs) and that God will offee tiope of newness and healing and redemption.

1 Roman Catholics also celebrate three other dayu@ Christi, Assumption and All Saints Day. Trwfout
more about the meaning of these days visit httpuivehurchyear.net/index.html.
12 Annie Dillard.
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