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38- Catholic Liturgical Year (L-13)
The liturgical year is the arrangement of the Church’s celebrations of the various events in the life of Christ and the mysteries of our faith throughout the year. In other words, it is “the celebration throughout the year of the mysteries of the Lord’s birth, life, death, and Resurrection in such a way that the entire year becomes a ‘year of the Lord’s grace.’ Thus the cycle of the liturgical year and the great feasts constitutes the basic rhythm of the Christian’s life of prayer, with its focal point at Easter” (CCC #1168). This cycle is the temporal structure within which the Church celebrates the holy mysteries of Christ: "From the Incarnation and the Nativity to the Ascension, to Pentecost and to the wait in joyful hope for the Lord's coming" Each liturgical season is distinguished by its own mood, theological emphasis, mode of prayer, vestments for clergy, and readings for the Mass, each of which help the faithful to enter more deeply into the life of Christ. The  goal of this study is to center our life around the rhythms of the liturgical year, prayer and acts of service. Since the liturgical Year is represented in a calendar, it is also called the Catholic liturgical calendar. This  is the cycle of seasons in the Roman Rite of the Catholic Church. The Church year begins each year with Advent, the season of awaiting Christ’s coming, and ends with the final Saturday of Ordinary time. Within the standard calendar year, the Church year starts in early December (or sometimes the end of November), and goes through the following November. 


The Church year consists of six liturgical seasons: Advent, Christmas, Ordinary Time after Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Ordinary Time after Pentecost. Seasons begin or end based on a movable feast and so some seasons vary in length from year to year, and vary as to the calendar dates. The following is a brief overview of the Catholic liturgical seasons: their durations, their purpose and focus, and the liturgical year colors. 

Advent: First Sunday of Advent through December 24th: Advent begins on the Sunday closest to the feast of St. Andrew, November 30th. Therefore, Advent always falls sometime between November 28th and December 3rd, and lasts until the Nativity of the Lord. There are  always somewhere between 21 and 28 days in Advent. The Advent season is the time of waiting and preparing for the coming of Jesus. This refers both to the anniversary celebration of the Incarnation, as well as to the second and final coming for which we are waiting and preparing. The liturgical colors of Advent are Purple and Rose, with Rose being used only on the third Sunday of Advent.


Christmas: December 25th through The Feast of the Baptism of the Lord: The Christmas season begins with the celebration of the birth of Jesus, Christmas day, or as a vigil on Christmas Eve. The Feast of Christmas lasts 12 days, until Epiphany. However, the time from Epiphany until the Baptism of the Lord is also included in the Christmas season. Traditionally, Epiphany had been fixed to January 6th, and the Baptism celebrated on the octave of Epiphany, which was January 13th. In most countries, the Epiphany is now celebrated on the Sunday closest to January 6th, and the Baptism celebrated the following Sunday. The Christmas season is a time of rejoicing in the Incarnation. The liturgical color of Christmas is white.


Ordinary Time after the Baptism: Monday after the Feast of the Baptism through Shrove Tuesday: After the celebration of the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord, Ordinary Time begins. Ordinary does not mean plain. The name comes from “ordinalis” meaning "showing order, denoting an order of succession.” It is used in this sense to refer to the order of the counted weeks. That is to say, it is a season of numbered weeks. Ordinary Time after the Baptism focuses on the early life and childhood of Christ, and then on His public ministry. The liturgical color of Ordinary Time is green; however, as in all seasons, other appropriate colors are worn on particular feast days. (For example, blue is typically worn for Marian feast days.)

Lent: Ash Wednesday through Holy Saturday. The season of Lent begins with Ash Wednesday and lasts until the final Saturday before Easter, Holy Saturday. Lent is a penitential season. It recalls the 40 days Jesus spent in the desert, and the 40 years the Israelites wandered in the desert. Lent focuses on the events leading up to Christ’s passion, and finally on the Passion itself. Lent is 40 days long. This does not include Sundays, as Sunday is always a day for rejoicing in the Resurrection. Altogether, it covers 46 calendar days, the 40 days plus the six Sundays. The liturgical colors of Lent are violet or purple, traditionally more of a red-violet color than the deep purple of Advent. Rose may also be used, where it is the custom, on Laetare Sunday (Fourth Sunday during Lent). On Passion Sunday (Palm Sunday) and on Good Friday (which has no Mass but a service remembering Christ’s passion) the color is red. White or violet is worn on Holy Thursday and Holy Saturday (once again, there is no Mass but there are other services on Holy Saturday).

 Easter: Easter Vigil though Pentecost: The Easter season begins with the Easter Vigil, which is celebrated after night falls on the evening before Easter Sunday. The season of Easter is a joyous, celebratory season. It begins with the celebration of Christ’s resurrection and ends with the celebration of the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles and other followers of Jesus. Christ’s ascension into Heaven is celebrated just prior to Pentecost. The Easter season last 50 days, from Easter Sunday through Pentecost. The liturgical colors of Easter are white, for most days, and red for Pentecost.

Ordinary Time after Pentecost: The day after Pentecost through the final day before Advent: (See the above section on Ordinary Time for the history of the term).The second period of Ordinary Time is the longest of the liturgical seasons. Ordinary Time resumes the day after Pentecost and runs until the final Saturday before Advent. This period of Ordinary Time focuses on Christ’s reign as King of kings, and on the age of the Church. This is the age we live in now – the time between the age of the Apostles and the age of Christ’s second and final coming for which we are ever preparing. The final Sunday in Ordinary Time is the Feast of Christ the King; the Saturday after this feast is the final day of Ordinary time. Again, the liturgical color of Ordinary Time is green; however, as in all seasons, other appropriate colors are worn on particular feast days.

Christ’s presence in the Liturgical Year: We believe that the risen and glorified Christ is truly present in the Eucharist under the appearance of bread and wine. We also believe that the same Christ “is present in His word, since it is He Himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read in the Church” (Constitution on the Liturgy, 7). The Second Vatican Council teaches that the same Christ is present in a special, mysterious way when we celebrate the liturgical year. “Recalling the mysteries of redemption, the Church opens to the faithful the riches of the Lord’s powers and merits, so that these are in some way made present in every age, in order that the faithful may lay hold on them and be filled with saving grace” (Constitution on the Liturgy [CL], 102). When we celebrate the mysteries of Christ during the course of the liturgical year, we do not merely recall past events. The liturgy enables us to pass from our chronological time (past/present/future) and to enter into God’s “time of salvation” so that, through grace and mystery, we become present to the event. (Cfr. also CCC #521).

Reform of the role of Scripture in the Liturgical Year: One of the goals of the Second Vatican Council was to promote a "warm and living love for Scripture” (CL, 24). In order to achieve this goal, the Council Fathers ordered, “The treasures of the Bible are to be opened up more lavishly so that a richer share in God’s word may be provided for the faithful. In this way a more representative portion of holy Scripture will be read to the people in the course of a prescribed number of years” (CL, 51). This statement formed the guiding principle for the reform of the liturgical year. Several plans for this reform were submitted to accomplish this goal. The one that was accepted and implemented proposed that a three-year cycle of Sundays was to be established. In each of these years, one of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), was to be read.. Consequently, the current Lectionary contains 14% of the Old Testament and 71% of the New Testament (85% of the Bible); whereas, at the time of the Council, the Missal (the book of readings for Mass), contained only 1% of the Old Testament and 17% of the New Testament (18% of the Bible). The selection of psalms that we now pray at the Eucharist in response to the first reading makes the riches of the Book of Psalms, “God’s song book,” available to all Christians.

Mary and saints in the liturgical cycle: “In celebrating this annual cycle of Christ’s mysteries, the Church honors with special love Mary, the Mother of God"  (CL, 103). Mary bore Jesus in her womb and gave him birth. Today, we, the Church, bear Christ in our bodies by Baptism and Eucharist and we bring forth Christ in our world by word and example. The liturgical year celebrates the lives of the holy men and women from every continent and every century. “For the feasts of the saints proclaim the wonderful works of Christ in His servants, and display to the faithful fitting examples for their imitation” (CL 111). When we recall the memory of the saints, the focus is on what God has accomplished in them, and we are led to contemplate what God wants to accomplish in us. (L-13)
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