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major feasts between
Christmas and Easter

WHAT ARE THE MAJOR

DURING THE EPIPHANY
AND LENTEN SEASONS?
Presented by Charles E. Dickson,Ph.D.

WHAT WERE THE CLASSIC PRAYER BOOK
SAINTS DAYS AND HOLY DAYS?
The first Book of Common Prayer (1549) and subsequent editions
preserved the cycles and seasons of the traditional church
year along with a calendar of saints’ feasts with collects and
scripture readings appropriate for the day.
Archbishop Thomas Cranmer opposed praying to saints in hopes
they might intercede for the living, but he did believe the saints were
role models. For this reason, he replaced collects that invoked saints
with new ones that only honored them.
He also reduced the number of saints days from 181 to 25. Except for
All Saints’ Day, they commemorated only New Testament saints and
events.
For the period between Christmas and Easter he kept the following
feasts:
•
•
•
•

The Conversion of St.Paul in January
The Purification of the Virgin Mary in February
St.Matthias in February
The Annunciation in March

HOW HAVE SAINTS DAYS CHANGED IN RECENT YEARS?
The 1979 Book of Common Prayer changed Cranmer’s rule by adding
all sort of people to the calendar of saints. The Episcopal Church now
publishes a list of feast days for the various men and women the
Church wishes to honor. It is updated every three years when the
General Convention can add more notable people to the liturgical
calendar.

St.Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church’s Dancing Saints

The first edition was authorized fifty years
ago to meet a need for commemorating
various saints and occasions not included
as major Holy Days in the Book of
Common Prayer.

This is the current volume of optional
commemorations of significant figures
in Episcopal Church history. It replaces
Holy Women, Holy Men.

THE HOLY DAY OF THE
CONFESSION OF SAINT PETER THE APOSTLE
AN EPISCOPAL MAJOR FEAST SINCE 1979
18 January
Almighty Father,
who didst inspire Simon Peter,
first among the apostles,
to confess Jesus as Messiah and Son of the living God:

Keep thy Church steadfast upon the rock of this faith,
that in unity and peace we may proclaim the one truth
and follow the one Lord,
our Savior Jesus Christ;
who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit,
one God,
now and for ever.
Amen.

CONFESSION OF SAINT PETER
Peter’s confession is recorded in Matthew’s Gospel: "You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God." He had an epiphany.
Now a major feast in the Prayer Book calendar, the observance was
first included in the 1979 BCP. On 18 January Episcopalians join with
Peter and with Christians everywhere in hailing Jesus as our God and
Savior.
The date of this commemoration is that of an ancient Gallican feast
called "the Chair of St.Peter," honoring Peter as the head of the
Roman Catholic Church as well as his chair of episcopal authority.
Contemporary observance of the Confession of St.Peter marks the
beginning of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.

THE HOLY DAY OF THE CONVERSION OF SAINT PAUL
A MAJOR FEAST SINCE 1549
25 January
O God,
who, by the preaching of thine apostle Paul,
hast caused the light of the Gospel to shine throughout the world:
Grant, we beseech thee,
that we, having his wonderful conversion in remembrance,
may show forth our thankfulness unto thee for the same
by following the holy doctrine which he taught;
through Jesus Christ our Lord,
who liveth and reigneth with thee,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
one God,
now and for ever.
Amen.

The Conversion
on the Way
to Damascus
by
Caravaggio,
1601

CONVERSION OF SAINT PAUL
This collect for the Conversion of St.Paul was in the Gregorian Sacramentary
and the Sarum Missal, but Archbishop Thomas Cranmer retouched it to
emphasize Paul’s work as a preacher and expanded his example to include
both believing and doing.
Paul’s conversion is so important that the story is told three times in Acts
and mentioned three times in Paul’s letters.
After his epiphany, Paul devoted his life completely to Christ and became the
leading missionary to the Gentiles in the early church.
An observance of his conversion can be traced back to the 6th century.
Innocent III (1198-1216) ordered that it be observed with great solemnity.
The Conversion of St.Paul is commemorated on 25 January in the Episcopal
calendar. This observance concludes the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.
Curiously, the Book of Common Prayer has never commemorated this
Apostle’s martyrdom, which is not chronicled in the New Testament.

THE HOLY DAY OF THE PRESENTATION
OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST IN THE TEMPLE
AN ANGLICAN FEAST DAY OF OUR LORD SINCE 1549
2 February
Almighty and everliving God,
we humbly beseech thee that,
as thy only-begotten Son was this day
presented in the temple,
so we may be presented unto thee
with pure and clean hearts
by the same thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord;
who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit,
one God,
now and for ever.
Amen.

Presentation
in the Temple
by
Hans Memling,
c.1470

THE PRESENTATION IN THE TEMPLE
The collect for this day was in the Gregorian Sacramentary and
clearly symbolized Jesus’ fulfillment of the Old Covenant and
anticipated the New Covenant.
The Feast of the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple, also known as
the Feast of the Purification of St.Mary the Virgin, commemorates
the 40th day after Jesus’ birth, when he was presented in the
Jerusalem Temple and Mary, until now considered “unclean,” was
purified in accordance with Jewish Law.

Leviticus mandates that, after childbirth, a woman must go to the
temple to offer “two turtle-doves or two pigeons, one for a burntoffering and the other for a sin-offering; and the priest shall make
atonement on her behalf, and she shall be clean.”

THE PRESENTATION IN THE TEMPLE
The Presentation of Jesus in the
Temple is chronicled in Luke’s
Gospel, when St.Simeon the
Righteous saw Jesus and “took
him in his arms and praised
God,” saying, “My eyes have
seen your salvation.” His Nunc
dimittis was an epiphany.
Lord,
now lettest thou thy servant
depart in peace
according to thy word.

For mine eyes
have seen thy salvation,
which thou hast prepared
before the face of all people;
To be a light
to lighten the Gentiles
and to be the glory
of thy people Israel.

THE PRESENTATION IN THE TEMPLE
The feast originated in the 4th century in Jerusalem and spread to
Constantinople during the 6th century.
When the celebration was first introduced in Rome in the 7th
century, it included a procession with the singing of the Nunc
dimittis and carrying candles. This imitated a pagan purification
festival and recalled Simeon’s reference to the light to the Gentiles.
This is why this feast also became known as “Candlemas.”

It used to be the final day in the Christmas/Epiphany seasons, but
the season of Epiphany now lasts longer.
In the United States this day is more commonly associated with
“Groundhog Day.”

THE SAINT’S DAY OF ST.MATTHIAS THE APOSTLE
AN ANGLICAN SAINT’S DAY SINCE 1549
24 February
O Almighty God,
who into the place of Judas
didst choose thy faithful servant Matthias
to be of the number of the Twelve:
Grant that thy Church,
being delivered from false apostles,
may always be ordered and guided by faithful and true pastors;
through Jesus Christ our Lord,
who liveth and reigneth with thee,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
one God,
now and for
ever.

Amen.

ST.MATTHIAS’ DAY
The collect for this day was newly composed for the First Book of
Common Prayer. The feast of St.Matthias is not of great antiquity
and was first included in the Roman Calendar in the 11th century.
Unlike many post-New-Testament saints, whom Cranmer had
eliminated from his calendar, little is known of this so-called 13th
Apostle, other than his appointment as described in Acts. His calling
as an Apostle is unique in that Jesus had not personally made his
appointment.
Neither the Gloria (Glory to God
in the Highest) nor an Alleluia is
used during the entire 40 days of
Lent, but some argue that these
prohibitions do not apply when
St.Matthias’ Day occurs during
this penitential season.
Rome has now moved his
celebration to May in order to
avoid the day happening during
Lent.

THE SAINT’S DAY OF ST.JOSEPH
AN EPISCOPAL SAINT’S DAY SINCE 1979
19 March
O God,
who from the family of thy servant David
didst raise up Joseph
to be the guardian of thy incarnate Son
and the spouse of his virgin mother:
Give us grace to imitate his uprightness of life
and his obedience to thy commands;
through the same thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord,
who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit,
one God,
for ever and ever.
Amen.

Saint Joseph
with the
Infant Jesus
By Guido
Reni,
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ST.JOSEPH'S DAY
By the 10th century, 19 March had become the chosen day to
commemorate St.Joseph in several western calendars. In 1479
St.Joseph's Day was accepted as an annual celebration in Rome and
added to the General Roman Calendar as an annual fixture in 1621.
Now a major feast in the Prayer Book calendar, the observance was
first included in the 1979 BCP.
Neither the Gloria (Glory to God in the Highest) nor an Alleluia is
used during the entire 40 days of Lent, but some argue that these
prohibitions do not apply when St.Joseph's Day occurs during this
penitential season.
St.Joseph's Day is the day when the
swallows are traditionally believed to
return
to
Mission
San
Juan
Capistrano after having flown south for
the winter.

THE HOLY DAY OF THE ANNUNCIATION OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST
TO THE BLESSED VIRGIN MARY
AN ANGLICAN FEAST DAY OF OUR LORD SINCE 1549
25 March
We beseech thee,

O Lord,
pour thy grace into our hearts,
that we who have known the incarnation of thy Son Jesus Christ,
announced by an angel to the Virgin Mary,
may by his cross and passion
be brought unto the glory of his resurrection;
who liveth and reigneth with thee,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
one God,
now and for ever.
Amen.

The Annunciation by Fra Angelico, 1440–45

THE ANNUNCIATION
Cranmer selected a collect for this day that links Christmastide with
Passiontide and Easter. The Feast of the Annunciation
commemorates the angel Gabriel’s announcement to Mary that she
would be the mother of God’s son, Jesus, and Mary’s assent in faith
to God’s invitation. It is thus a feast day marking the Incarnation.
The Bible is unclear as to how old the Virgin Mary was at this time
and also precisely where she was during this epiphany.
Celebrated on 25 March, it marks nine months before the
celebration of Christ’s birth on Christmas Day. It marked the
beginning of the new year until 1752 in England.
The Feast of the Annunciation commemorates both the belief that
the spring equinox was not only the day of God’s act of creation but
also the beginning of Christ's redemption of that same creation. All
Christian antiquity believed 25 March was the actual day of Jesus'
death. The opinion that the Incarnation also took place on that date
is found in the pseudo-Cyprianic work De Pascha Computus, c.240

THE ANNUNCIATION
The Feast of the Annunciation was celebrated as early as the 4th or
5th century. It was mentioned in a canon of the Council of Toledo in
656, where it was described as celebrated throughout the Church,
and in another of the Council of Constantinople “in Trullo” in 692,
which forbade the celebration of any festivals during Lent, excepting
Sundays and the Feast of the Annunciation. A Synod of Worcester in
England in 1240 forbade all servile work on the feast.
Neither the Gloria (Glory to God in the Highest) nor an Alleluia is
used during the entire 40 days of Lent, but some argue that these
prohibitions do not apply when the Feast of the Annunciation occurs
during this penitential season.

