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The Formation of the Christian Church Year 
 
CREATION 
 
On day four of creation “God said, "Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to 
separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and 
years, and let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth." And it 
was so. God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the lesser 
light to govern the night. He also made the stars. God set them in the expanse of the sky 
to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from 
darkness. And God saw that it was good.” (Ge 1:14-18 NIV) 
 
After the fall into sin, God sought Adam and Eve in the once perfect Garden of Eden. 
And after making his promise to save them and the human race by sending the Serpent 
Killer, he told them about the realities of life with sin. To the woman he said, “I will 
greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children.” (Ge 
3:16 NIV) And to the man he said, “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful 
toil you will eat of it all the days of your life… By the sweat of your brow you will eat 
your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are 
and to dust you will return.” (Ge 3:17-19 NIV) 
 
A little later in Genesis when Noah came out of the ark with his family, God not only 
gave them the promise of the rainbow, but he also made this promise as well. “As long as 
the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night 
will never cease.” (Ge 8:22 NIV) 
 
And ever since then the cycles of the universe, the cycle of life and the cycle of the 
seasons have been more dependable and precise than a $10,000 Rolex. 
 
Could these three events in Genesis have given birth to the cycles of the Christian church 
year as we know it today? It’s very likely. History has shown that cultures, ancient and 
modern, have a natural impulse to mark certain times with special significance and ritual 
observances. All around the world people observe, celebrate and contemplate the cycles 
of light and darkness; labor and rest; birth, growth and death. This observance of the 
cycles of nature and the cycle of life is the genesis of the Christian church year. 
 
JEWISH ROOTS 
 
If the beginnings of the Christian church year can be found in Genesis, its foundation can 
be found in the Law of Moses. While it’s likely that the Patriarchs and their descendants 
in Egypt observed some cycle of religious practices, it wasn’t until the Israelites 
encountered God on Mt. Sinai that they received the Jewish religious year. The basic 
framework was the weekly Sabbath and three chief festivals: Passover, Pentecost and the 
Feast of Tabernacles.  
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The Sabbath goes back to Genesis when after 6 days of creating God rested on the seven 
day. For Old Testament Jews the Sabbath was not only to be a day of physical rest, but 
also a day of spiritual rest in the Word of God and a looking forward to the eternal rest 
that only the Messiah could bring. Jewish culture revolved and still revolves around the 
Sabbath. An old Jewish proverb says, “Israel could not exist without the Sabbath.” 
 
As for the three chief festivals, Passover recalls God’s deliverance from bondage in 
Egypt and is a natural spring festival. Pentecost is a commemorating of the Ten 
Commandments and is a lesser agricultural festival. The Feast of Tabernacles celebrates 
the wilderness years and serves as a day of thanksgiving.  
 
Other key observances for the Jewish religious year are as follows. (Some come from the 
Scriptures and others developed over the centuries.)  

• The Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashana, is celebrated as a chief of the high holidays 
on the first day of Tishre, the first month of the religious year.  

• The Day of Atonement, or Yom Kippur, concludes the ten penitential days that 
follow Rosh Hashana. For the Jews it is a day of prayer, forgiveness and charity.  

• The Feast of Tabernacles, called Succoth begins four days after Yom Kippur and 
goes on from the 15th to 22nd of Tishre. This is the Jewish day of thanksgiving.  

• The Feast of Lights called Chanukah is kept on the 25th day of Kislew. It 
remembers the victory of the Maccabees over Antiochus Epiphanes in 165 B.C. 
and the restoration of the Temple. 

• The Feast of Lots, or Purim, is the most dramatic of the celebrations. Coming on 
the 14th day of Adar it is the joyous remembrance of the events in the book of 
Esther. 

• The Passover, or Pesach, goes from the 15th to the 21st of Nissan and celebrates 
the great deliverance of the Exodus. 

• Pentecost, called Shabuoth, marks the close of the fifty day Passover season on 
the 6th day of Siwan. It’s about giving thanks for the first harvest and the giving of 
the Ten Commandments and Torah. 

• The Fast of Tammuz begins on the 17th day of Tammuz and ends on the 9th of Ab. 
During this fast the Jews mourn the two destructions of the Temple – 586 B.C. 
under Nebuchadnezzar and 70 A.D. under Titus. 

 
TRANSITION 
 
What is most interesting about the formation of the Christian church year is its 
transitional period. As the Jewish believers made the natural progression to Christianity, 
they brought their culture and traditions with them. Thus the Jewish religious year had a 
major influence. 
 
But at the same time the Gospel of Jesus Christ was for all people. And as Paul, Peter, 
and others brought the Gentiles into Christianity, those Gentile Christians brought their 
culture and traditions with them as well. This included their Roman calendar and its 
pagan celebrations. So while the Jewish religious year was the foundation for the 
Christian church year, the Roman calendar and its celebrations had its influences as well. 
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The Christian Church’s challenge during this transitional period was to reflect the words 
of Galatians 3:26-28, “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you 
who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Jew and 
Gentile were now one in Christ. And so while the Church and its calendar tried to be 
Jewish and Roman, it also had to be something totally new – Christian, one in Christ. So 
the Jewish festivals that naturally fitted into the fulfillment of Christianity were 
Christianized and kept. The problem was with the Roman festivals. They were so pagan 
and so immoral that they were impossible to Christianize and incorporate into the 
Church’s worship life. And so what happened over time was that many Christian 
observances were established in conscious competition with the Roman orgies of the 
spring and winter festivals. This is very similar to what many Christians do today with 
Halloween. They dress up in nice costumes, but call it a Fall or Harvest Festival. (It’s a 
good thing that Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the Castle Church door on October 
31 so that we as Lutheran Christians can celebrate Reformation instead.) 
 
Note: What follows is a summary of all the seasons we observe today in our Christian 
church year. They are presented in the order they were chronologically developed. 
 
SUNDAY 
 
Regular Christian worship on Sunday goes back to the apostolic age. (But probably not 
the way many of us have thought.) Most Jewish Christians continued to keep the Sabbath 
at the synagogue. After the Sabbath was over they would then join their fellow Gentile 
believers for Christian worship on Saturday night or early Sunday morning. It was at this 
gathering that they would celebrate the Lord’s resurrection and Holy Communion. And 
when this service was over, the Jewish Christians would usually return to work. As the 
church became predominantly Gentile, Sunday eventually became the day of worship. 
However, gathering for the Lord’s Supper was common on Saturday as well as on 
Sunday in the Eastern churches into the 5th century.  
 
The term Lord's Day, signifying the triumph of Jesus’ resurrection and the beginning of a 
new creation, was in use by the end of the 1st century. But during this time and for many 
years after, the Sabbath did not become the Lord’s Day. The Sabbath was the Sabbath 
and the Lord’s Day was Sunday. 
 
In 321 the Roman Emperor Constantine decreed Sunday to be a legal holiday and forbade 
all trade and work other than necessary agricultural labor. Later emperors extended this 
prohibition to include public amusements in the theater and circus. But during this time 
church leaders were more concerned about enforcing the obligation of Sunday worship. 
In 381 the Church told Christians not to “Judaize” but to work on the Sabbath and rest, if 
possible, on the Lord's Day. By the 6th century church councils began to apply the Old 
Testament Sabbath laws to Sunday. Finally the Sabbath and Sunday became the same 
thing under Charlemagne at the Council of Aachen, 789. Medieval legislation thereafter 
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repeatedly sought to enforce “rest” on Sunday, and many other holy days, for the benefit 
of peasants and laborers.  
 
Even after the Protestant Reformation the Old Testament Sabbath laws were continually 
applied to Sunday. The Act of Uniformity by Edward VI in 1552 required all people to 
attend worship on Sunday. In 1559 Elizabeth I strengthened the Act of Uniformity by 
imposing a fine for neglecting to attend worship. Many Puritans referred to Sunday as 
“the Sabbath” and in the Puritan colonies of New England the Blue Laws of the Sabbath 
Sunday were especially severe. Today some states and cities in the United States still 
have laws restricting work and other things on Sunday, but they are now rarely enforced. 
 
For the most part, in every Christian denomination around the world Sunday is still the 
Lord’s Day. It is the day most Christians gather to worship the risen Christ. 
 
EASTER 
 
It’s not surprising that Easter is the very first Christian festival to be established. 
Although its date of observance varied from region to region, it was widely celebrated by 
early Christians shortly after the time of the apostles. It is also mentioned in the writings 
of Polycarp, one of the apostle John’s disciples. During these years of early development 
Easter included both the remembrance of Christ’s crucifixion and the celebration of his 
resurrection. Over time Easter naturally became the summit of the Christian church year 
and it is the day around which the rest of the Christian church year revolves. 
 
The name Easter is Old English and comes from the Greek word Pascha, which in turn 
comes from the Hebrew Pesah, Passover. What might be surprising to us is that just as 
the earliest Jewish Christians observed both the Sabbath and Sunday, they also celebrated 
Easter as part of the Passover with their fellow Jews. By the middle of the 2nd century, 
however, most churches began to celebrate Easter on the Sunday after the Jewish feast. 
Nevertheless, certain congregations in Asia Minor held on to the older custom and were 
denounced for “Judaizing”. In 325 the first ecumenical Council of Nicaea decreed that all 
Christians should observe Easter on the first Sunday after the first full moon of spring. 
This would prevent Easter from being celebrated on the same day as Passover. Yet many 
disparities still remained because of the different calendars churches used to calculate the 
date of Easter. Today Eastern churches follow the Julian calendar and Western churches 
follow the Gregorian calendar. As a result in some years there may be a month difference 
in the time of celebration between the Eastern and Western Churches. 
 
Since 1900 various groups have promoted the concept of a fixed world calendar, which 
would include a fixed date for Easter. Interestingly enough, Martin Luther favored this 
approach. He called Easter and the other movable feasts, “wobbling feasts”. Proposals 
were placed before the League of Nations and more recently the United Nations. The 
second Vatican Council in its “Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy” (1963) accepted the 
principle of a fixed date for Easter, subject to approval by other churches and provided 
that no world calendar impaired the regular succession of a seven-day week. The World 
Council of Churches in the early 1970’s followed in favor of the same change. In an 
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Easter message Athenagoras I, the Orthodox Patriarch of Constantinople in 1969, called 
for a resolution of the differences between the Eastern and Western Churches and a 
search for a common date for Easter. While nothing has been done as of late to bring this 
issue to a resolution, the second Sunday in April is the date favored by most. 
 
Other things that became a regular part of the Early Church’s celebration of Easter are a 
special celebration of Holy Communion, baptisms (rising with Christ), and the receiving 
of new members into the church. Easter customs that Christians adapted from their 
former pagan spring fertility rites are the symbols of the Easter egg and the Easter rabbit. 
The Easter lamb, however, comes from the Jewish Passover ritual and represents Christ, 
the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 
 
PENTECOST 
 
While the Jews celebrated their Pentecost fifty days after the Passover, the Christian 
festival of Pentecost was based upon the events of Acts 2 - the giving of the Holy Spirit 
to the disciples and the launching of the Church's mission to all peoples. The Early 
Church saw the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as (1) the final seal upon Christ's 
redemptive work, as (2) a sign of the inauguration of the new age when the Law was 
fulfilled and as (3) the day when salvation was opened to the Gentile people. For this 
reason the early Christians began to observe Pentecost almost as soon as they began to 
observe Easter. Early Church fathers saw Pentecost as the climatic close of the Easter 
season.  
 
As early as the 5th century, baptisms were administered on Pentecost for those who were 
unable to be initiated at Easter and a vigil rite was developed. The Anglo-Saxons called 
the feast White Sunday (Whitsunday), because of the white garments worn by the newly 
baptized. The term Whitsunday has been customary in Anglican churches since the First 
Prayer Book of Edward VI (1549). 
 
While early Christians saw their celebration of Pentecost as the close of the Easter 
season, today most Christians see it as a day unto itself with a season all its own. In fact, 
in some countries Pentecost has become as important and as big as Christmas and Easter. 
In these countries it is the joyous celebration of the birth of the Christian church that can 
last for many days.  
 
EPIPHANY 
 
Epiphany (from the Greek epiphania, “manifestation”) finds its early roots in Egyptian 
Gnosticism in the late 2nd century. Believing that mankind was saved by secret 
knowledge and not faith, and that matter was evil and the spiritual was good, the Gnostics 
sought to celebrate the manifestation of the Son of God when Jesus was baptized. As they 
saw it, the Son of God entered and possessed the human Jesus at his baptism. It’s 
probably not a coincidence that January 6, the date selected for Epiphany, was also the 
date of the Egyptian solstice. During this time the Egyptians celebrated the overflow of 
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the Nile River and in certain mystery cults it was seen as the birth of a new age from the 
virgin goddess Kore, the daughter of the earth-mother goddess Demeter. 
 
Epiphany as a purely Christian festival didn’t appear until the 4th century in the Eastern 
Church. In 373 Ephraem the Syrian referred to it as the Feast of the Baptism of Christ. As 
a few years passed Epiphany became a time for the Eastern Church to commemorate 
three “manifestations” - the birth of Christ and the visit of the Magi, the baptism of 
Christ, and Christ’s first miracle at Cana. Towards the beginning of the 5th century the 
Western Church began to observe Epiphany with its main emphasis being the visit of the 
Magi. For many these men from the East symbolized the whole Gentile world Christ 
came to save. By the 6th century the Eastern and Western Churches began adopting each 
other’s incarnation festivals, thus establishing the 12-day celebration from Christmas to 
Epiphany, Dec. 25 to Jan. 6. Today while the Western Church celebrates Easter and 
Christmas as its two major festivals, the Eastern Church still celebrates Easter and 
Epiphany as its two major festivals. In case you were wondering, the traditional names of 
the Magi are Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazzar and they are supposed to be buried in the 
cathedral of Cologne. 
 
LENT 
 
Lent (from Middle English meaning “spring”) is rooted in the preparation of candidates 
for baptism at the Paschal vigil. For several weeks new converts received intensive 
instruction with each session finishing with prayer and exorcism. The earliest detailed 
account of these ceremonies is in the Apostolic Tradition (200) of Hippolytus. At the 
conclusion of the instruction all of the congregation would join the catechumens in a 
strict fast on the Friday and Saturday before Easter. 
 
Lent is first mentioned as a 40-day period in canon 5 of the first ecumenical Council of 
Nicaea in 325. During this 40-day period the catechumens were introduced to the 
Gospels, the Apostles' Creed, and the Lord's Prayer. An example of this kind of Lenten 
instruction is Augustine's treatise “De catechizandis rudibus” (400). 
 
From the late 5th century and on these 40 days became a time of fasting and preparation 
for all Christians. Since Sunday could never be a fast day, the Church sought to conform 
the Lenten fast exactly to 40 days - mirroring the 40 years/days in the wilderness of 
Moses and Christ. So in Rome the fast began on the Wednesday before the first Sunday 
in Lent. In the Eastern Church, where Saturdays were also excluded from fasting, Lent 
developed into an eight-week period of fasting and preparation. 
 
Also during Lent, “serious” sinners were excluded from communion and prepared for 
their restoration. As a sign of their penitence, they wore sackcloth and were sprinkled 
with ashes. This form of public penance began to die out in the 9th century. At the same 
time, however, it became customary for all the faithful to be reminded of the need for 
repentance by receiving an imposition of ashes on their foreheads on the first day of Lent 
- thus the name Ash Wednesday.  
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The last week of Lent evolved into a special time of devotion and remembrance of the 
Lord's Passion. Athanasius in his Festal Letter of 330 called it “holy Paschal week.” The 
Church of Jerusalem in particular organized dramatic ceremonies during the week at 
appropriate holy sites. A detailed description is contained in the account of a Spanish 
nun, “Peregrinatio ad loca sancta” (395). From Jerusalem many of these ceremonies, such 
as the Palm Sunday procession and the Good Friday remembrance of the cross, spread to 
other regions of the Church.  
 
During the medieval age three other Lenten traditions were added. On the Thursday of 
Holy Week the congregation would gather for a mass commemorating Jesus’ washing of 
his disciples’ feet and the institution of the Lord’s Supper. It was called Maundy 
Thursday because of the anthem sung during the foot washing ceremony, Mandatum - “a 
new commandment”. Another custom added during this time is the Good Friday Mass of 
the Presanctified. Its name is derived from the fact that there is no consecration of the 
elements of bread and wine. Instead, communion is given from the reserved sacrament - 
consecrated elements retained from previous celebrations. Other features of this Good 
Friday mass are the singing of the Passion according to John, the long series of 
intercessions, and the adoration of the cross with the singing of the Reproaches and the 
hymn “Pange lingua”, “Sing, My Tongue, the Glorious Battle”. The last of the three 
medieval Lenten customs is the service of Tenebrae. In its original form Tenebrae was 
held on the Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday of Holy Week with the gradual 
extinguishing of candles before the breaking of the light of day. 
 
CHRISTMAS 
 
The word Christmas comes from the Old English Cristes maesse, “Christ's Mass’. And 
while there are no hard facts on the dating of Christmas, there are a couple of interesting 
traditions/theories. The first is this. Egyptian Christian chronographers of the 3rd century 
believed that the creation of the world took place at the spring equinox, then thought to 
be March 25. Certainly if that was the date of creation it must also be the date of the new 
creation in the incarnation of Christ. Figuring nine months from there one will come up 
with the winter solstice, December 25 - the perfect time for Jesus to be born. The other 
tradition/theory goes like this. The oldest historical reference to Christmas occurs in a 
Roman almanac, the Chronographer of 354, which indicates that Christians in Rome 
observed the festival by the year 336. If Christmas’ origins are found in the early Roman 
church, it is very likely that it was developed in direct opposition to the pagan Mithraic 
festivals of the Unconquered Sun at the winter solstice. The birth of Christ, “the sun of 
righteousness”, (Malachi 4:20) challenged the worship of the physical sun and the 
birthdays of at least five ancient gods on Dec. 25. Maybe it’s a combination of both 
traditions/theories. We just don’t know for sure. 
 
What we do know is that the celebration of Christmas spread from the Western Church to 
the Eastern Church. In 388 Chrysostom refers to the Feast of the Nativity at Antioch. The 
Church of Jerusalem is recorded to have begun observing Christmas at the time of Bishop 
Juvenal (424–458).  
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By the 4th and 5th century the Festival of Christmas became a very important celebration 
as the Church refuted the adoptionist heresy and formulated creeds and dogmatic terms 
that defined Christ’s divine and human natures. 
 
In the Western world of today Christmas is the most popular of all festivals among 
Christians and non-Christians alike. Its observance combines many strands of tradition. 
From the ancient Roman pagan festivals of Saturnalia (December 17) and New Year's 
come the merrymaking and exchanging of presents. Old Germanic midwinter customs 
have contributed the lighting of the Yule log and decorating with evergreens. The 
Christmas tree comes from medieval German mystery plays as it represented the Tree of 
Life. The Druids added their sacred mistletoe with its healing powers to represent Jesus 
who came with healing power. Holly which represents the crown of thorns and the drops 
of blood that Christ came to wear and shed came from England. Francis of Assisi 
popularized the Christmas crib, or crèche, in his celebration at Greccio, Italy in 1223. 
Another popular medieval feast was that of St. Nicholas of Myra (340) on December 6, 
when the saint was believed to visit children with admonitions and gifts, in preparation 
for the gift of the Christ-child at Christmas. The Dutch tradition of St. Nicholas 
(Sinterklaas - Santa Claus) was brought to America through their colony of New 
Amsterdam, now New York. 
 
ASCENSION 
 
The Early Church saw the ascension of Christ into heaven as part of the total victory of 
Christ celebrated from Easter to Pentecost. Because of this there is no record of a special 
feast for the Ascension of our Lord until the 4th century by Augustine. In Sylvia’s 
“Pilgrimage” there is a description of an Ascension procession going up the Mount of 
Olives to the church built by Constantine’s mother, the Empress Helena. In the 12th 
century Rome adopted a season of Ascension within the Easter season, but it was 
eventually discontinued in 1955. 
 
Today Ascension, or Holy Thursday as it is know in some circles, is celebrated less than 
it was in the past. Because of this some churches have begun to call the Sunday that 
follows Ascension, Ascension Sunday. By doing this Jesus’ ascension and it’s meaning 
can be appreciated by more people. 
 
ADVENT 
 
The Advent (from Latin adventus, “coming”) season finds its early beginnings in the 
Eastern Church. After the ecumenical Council of Ephesus in 431, sermons on the 
Sundays before Christmas in Eastern congregations were supposed to explore the 
Annunciation and the events that followed. The earliest mention of an Advent season, 
however, comes from the Western Church during the 5th century as local churches 
dedicated time for Christmas preparation. Eventually the church of Milan and the 
churches of Spain adopted a six-week Advent season. There is no mentioning of an 
Advent season in Rome until the second half of the 6th century, when Pope Gregory I 
reduced it to the four weeks before Christmas. As a “winter Lent” Advent became a time 
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for Christians to ponder Christ’s comings – his coming as a baby, his second coming, his 
coming eternal reign, and his continual coming into peoples’ hearts. Over time as Advent 
developed, each Sunday began to have its own special emphasis – the coming Christ is 
proclaimed in creation, in the Bible, in the Prophets and by John the Baptist. 
 
Popular Advent customs like the musical and dramatic performances based upon biblical 
prophecies and the Nativity and the Advent wreath, in which four candles are lighted one 
by one each week as a symbol of the coming of the “Light” of the world, developed much 
later. 
 
PENTECOST/TRINITY SEASON 
 
The Pentecost or Trinity season fills the gap between the two major Christian festivals of 
the Western Church, Easter and Christmas. Over the course of the first millennium it 
became a time when Christians reflected on their Christ-given and Spirit-empowered 
mission to the world. Bishop Stephen of Liège (reigned 902–920) instituted the Feast of 
the Holy Trinity on the first Sunday after Pentecost. As Holy Trinity Sunday spread 
through northern Europe it was eventually accepted by Rome in 1334 under Pope John 
XXII. Soon it became common on the Roman calendar to date the Sundays after Holy 
Trinity instead of after Pentecost. Lutheran and Anglican churches adopted the same 
practice. Recently, however, all three denominations have returned to naming these 
Sundays as they were originally named, the Sundays after Pentecost. 
 
SAINTS/MARTYRS and OTHER DAYS 
 
Remembering saints and martyrs was one of the many ways early Christians celebrated 
Christ, since the saints and martyrs served as role models who drew their strength from 
Christ. However, before the acceptance of the Christian Church under Constantine (312), 
churches commemorated only their martyrs on the anniversaries of their deaths, 
commonly called their natale. By giving up their life for their faith, the martyrs became 
the ultimate imitators of Christ. The earliest attested institution of such an anniversary is 
recorded in the Martyrdom of Polycarp of Smyrna (155). The oldest Roman calendar of 
the martyrs reaches only to the beginning of the 3rd century and includes the joint 
martyrdom of Peter and Paul (June 29), a feast instituted in the year 258. 
 
After the age of the martyrs, church year calendars continued to be added to by entries of 
bishops, teachers and missionaries. Other new feasts were associated with the transfer of 
the relics of saints to shrines or churches dedicated in their honor. An example of this is 
the feast of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem on Sept. 14, 335, where the 
discovered tomb and cross of Christ were enshrined on the supposed site of his 
resurrection. Today the feast is popularly called Holy Cross Day. 
 
In the late 4th century the East Syrians observed the Feast of All Martyrs on May 13. The 
West Syrians and Byzantines did the same but on the Sunday after Pentecost. When Pope 
Boniface IV received from the emperor Phocas (reigned 602–610) the Pantheon at Rome, 
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he dedicated May 13 to St. Mary and All Martyrs. In 835 Pope Gregory IV replaced this 
early May festival with The Feast of All Saints on November 1. 
 
Feasts in honor of Mary developed in the East after the third ecumenical Council of 
Ephesus in 431, where she was declared to be Theotokos (“God-bearer”). In Rome Pope 
Sergius I (reigned 687–701), an Easterner, introduced four major feasts for Mary: her 
Nativity (September 8); Purification of the Blessed Virgin (February 2); Annunciation 
(March 25); and Assumption (August 15). 
 
Standardization for all these different feasts for martyrs, saints and others began around 
the 4th century. By the end of the 9th century the Eastern Church had it pretty much 
under control. However, it wasn’t until 1634 that the Roman Church gained control over 
the veneration and canonization of saints. 
 
ROMAN CATHOLIC 
 
While the church year grew and evolved during the first 1000 years of the Roman 
Catholic Church, it remained relatively unchanged for almost the next 500 years. Then in 
1960 Pope John XXIII issued a revised church year calendar. The “Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy” of the second Vatican Council acted on this calendar and the reforms 
were completed in a new church year calendar and lectionary endorsed by Pope Paul VI 
in 1969. The most notable feature of the new calendar was the restoration of all Sundays 
as feasts of Christ. No saints' days, even for the Virgin Mary, can take precedence of a 
Sunday. Other notable changes were the season of Pre-Lent was eliminated; Sundays 
during the non-festival half of the church year were once again designated as “after 
Pentecost”; the ancient Roman Feast of St. Mary was restored to January 1; a new Feast 
of the Baptism of Christ was assigned to the first Sunday after Epiphany; and the Feast of 
Christ the King was shifted to the last Sunday of the church year. 
 
EASTERN ORTHODOX 
 
The church year as it evolved for the Eastern Orthodox churches of the Byzantine 
tradition has remained the same for centuries. The Resurrection of Christ is celebrated 
every Sunday. Many Sundays take their names from the Gospel lesson for the day. In 
addition to Easter there are 12 other major feasts: Christmas, Epiphany, Hypapante 
(Meeting of Christ with Simeon, February 2), Palm Sunday, Ascension, Pentecost, 
Transfiguration (August 6), Exaltation of the Holy Cross (September 14), and four feasts 
of the Blessed Virgin Mary—her Nativity (September 8), Presentation in the Temple 
(November 21), Annunciation (March 25), and Falling Asleep (August 15).  
 
LUTHERAN 
 
As Martin Luther looked at the church year he desired to keep the traditional seasons and 
eliminate commemorations that had no connection with the Bible. As a result the great 
festivals connected with the life and work of Jesus were retained – Advent, Christmas, 
Circumcision and Epiphany, Easter, Ascension, Pentecost and the Festival of Holy 
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Trinity. He also kept the days commemorating the apostles, the day of John the Baptist, 
the Annunciation, Purification and Visitation of the Virgin Mary. Luther even kept the 
day in honor of the Archangel Michael. Following Luther’s reform the church year 
remained relatively unchanged until the late 20th century with the exception of the added 
observance of Reformation. The most recent revisions of the Lutheran church year were 
influenced by the new changes of the Roman Catholic calendar, notably eliminating Pre-
Lent and naming Sundays “after Pentecost” instead of “after Trinity’. Some Lutheran 
church calendars have also added many non-biblical saints and holy days, but for optional 
observance. 
 
OTHER PROTESTANTS 
 
Shortly after the Reformation era, Reformed churches allowed only those festivals with a 
clear basis in the New Testament: Sundays, Holy Week, Easter, Pentecost, and in some 
cases Christmas. The Church of Scotland, Anabaptists and Puritan groups abolished the 
church year entirely, except for Sundays.  
 
Today in many Protestant churches Easter and Pentecost are commonly observed; Holy 
Week is frequently observed; and Christmas is often celebrated on the Sunday preceding 
December 25 or Christmas Eve. Among some churches, new service books and hymnals 
have shown an interest in recovering the major seasons of Advent to Pentecost, and in 
some cases the Feast of All Saints. Especially significant is the restoration of the seasons 
in Presbyterian and Methodist churches. (I have noticed that even some Baptist churches 
in Houston are beginning to observe Advent and Lent.) 
 
ADIAPHORA 
 
“Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a 
religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the 
things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.” (Col 2:16-17 NIV) 
 
The Christian church year and its observance is neither commanded nor forbidden by 
God. It’s a matter of Christian freedom. And so today many Christians have abandoned 
the traditions of the church year in favor of topical series that seem more relevant to life 
today. Most of these congregations will still observe Christmas and Easter, but that’s 
about it. Even within the WELS there are congregations that are adapting the church year 
in a variety of different ways. A very small number have chosen to follow the example of 
other non-WELS churches in favor of doing series – topical or exploring a book of the 
Bible. These congregations still observe Christmas and Easter. Some WELS 
congregations have chosen to create a hybrid of some sort - following the festival half of 
the church year, Advent to Pentecost, using the 3 year lectionary or seasonal series; and 
then choosing a variety of series for the non-festival half of the church year. Other 
congregations have chosen to follow the church year, but have dropped most of the 
midweek observances like Advent and Lent. 
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WRAP UP 
 
As we have seen the Christian church year has some roots in the God-given worship 
patterns of the Old Testament. And the Christian church year developed and grew as 
Christianity developed and grew before the great schisms of East and West and Roman 
Catholic and Protestant. Thus in some way the church year still unites believers with 
other believers around the world today and with believers of the past. But more than 
anything else, every year the core of the Christian church year takes the believer on a 
journey to the very heart of the gospel - the life and saving work of Jesus Christ. For this 
reason alone, it would seem wise that the rich tradition of the Christian church year 
should continue in one form or another in the Christian Church of today and tomorrow. 
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