
Worship and the Christian Year

Gathered for worship, different groups of Christians use time in many patterns. 
Congregations do some things in distinctive ways, share many practices with other 

Christians, and adapt forms and styles of worship to the cultures in which they witness. 
This is true not only of what happens within any particular hour of worship, but also of 
the ways in which they follow patterns of worship in the cycle of each calendar year.

An increasing number of congregations observe the Christian year, a calendar in 
which the life of Jesus is central. Though this pattern of observance is not commanded 
by scripture, it is faithful in telling the story of scripture, particularly about Jesus, and in 
applying the biblical story to the life of the church. Many of the groups of hymns in this 
book, especially those under “God the Son: The Incarnate One,” are arranged to help 
congregations follow the life of Jesus through the Christian year. More detailed assistance 
is provided in the Topical Index of Hymns.

The most radical aspect of the Christian year is one often taken for granted: the 
observation of Sunday as the day of weekly worship. Early Christians celebrated the 
resurrection every Sunday. This shift of worship from the Sabbath to the first day was one 
of the church’s earliest uses of time to proclaim its faith.  

Easter, as the day of resurrection, became not only the focus of every week, but also 
the center of each year. Its place as the most important day in the calendar led to the 
development of a season of preparation, Lent, and of a seven-week season of celebration 
that extends to Pentecost, when the coming of the Holy Spirit is recalled. This is the shape 
of the Easter portion of the Christian year. The dates for this portion of the year follow 
the lunar calendar, as did the Jewish festivals on which they were based, and change from 
year to year.

The Christmas part of the year, which developed later in the church’s history, took 
shape differently. Early Christians were less concerned about the date of Jesus’ birth than its 
meaning. Their celebration of Jesus’ coming focused first on the Epiphany (appearance or 
manifestation), the affirmation of Christ’s unique mission to the world. Later, December 
25 was chosen as the date on which Jesus’ birth would be celebrated annually. Like Easter, 
Christmas was preceded by a season of preparation, Advent, and followed by a season 
of celebration that extends until Epiphany on January 6. These dates, based on the solar 
calendar, are the same from year to year.

The portions of the year that are not part of the Christmas cycle and the Easter cycle 
are sometimes known as Ordinary Time. This does not mean that they are less important, 
only that they are numbered with ordinal or “counting” numbers. Some churches call 
them Sundays after Epiphany and Sundays after Pentecost. Each of these periods of 
Ordinary Time has a climactic Sunday that makes a transition into the Christ-centered 
portion of the year that follows. Transfiguration is observed on the Sunday before Lent, 
and Christ the King (or The Reign of Christ) is celebrated on the Sunday before Advent.

Advent, the beginning of the Christian year, includes the four Sundays preceding 
Christmas Day. The focus is on preparing for Christmas by recalling prophecies concerning 
the birth of Jesus and looking forward to the return of Christ. Many congregations use an 

Outline of the Christian Year
Christmas Cycle

Season/Day Time Theme Color

Advent Four Sundays before 
Christmas

Preparation for the coming 
of the Lord

Purple or 
Royal blue

Christmastide December 25 through 
January 5 
(12 Days of Christmas)

The Nativity, the Word 
made flesh

White

Epiphany January 6 (usually celebrate 
on closest Sunday)

Visit of the Magi White

Ordinary Time January 7 through 
Ash Wednesday

Life, teaching, and ministry 
of Jesus

Green

Baptism of Jesus First Sunday after Epiphany Baptism of Jesus White

Transfiguration Last Sunday before Lent 
before Ash Wednesday

Transfiguration of Jesus White

Easter Cycle
Season/Day Time Theme Color

Lent Ash Wednesday until Easter Reflection on the Passion of 
Christ

Purple

Ash Wednesday 40th day before Easter 
(not counting Sundays)

Self-examination Purple

Holy Week Palm Sunday (Sunday 
before Easter), Maundy 
Thursday, Good Friday, 
Holy Saturday

Jesus’ triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem; Events leading 
to the Crucifixion; Last 
Supper; Crucifixion and 
death of Christ

Purple
(Black - 
following 
Maundy 
Thursday)

Eastertide Easter Day until Pentecost Christ’s victory over sin and 
death

White

Ascension 40th day after Easter 
(celebrated on the 
following Sunday)

Jesus ascends to heaven White

Pentecost 7th Sunday after Easter The coming of the Holy 
Spirit to empower the 
church

Red

Ordinary Time Day after Pentecost until 
the first Sunday of Advent

The work of the church Green

Trinity Sunday First Sunday after Pentecost Celebration of the Holy 
Trinity

White

Reign of Christ Last Sunday before Advent All-embracing authority of 
Christ

White
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