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HE CHURCH has estab-
lished a way for the 
faithful to remember, 
celebrate, and live to-

day the events of Christ’s life 
on earth.  She offers a way to 
sanctify (make holy) every 
moment of every day through 
the celebration of the Mass 
and the praying of the Litur-
gy of the Hours.  By devel-
oping a special calendar, the 
Church gives us periodic re-
minders to keep our faith alive 
and inspire us to grow deep-
er in our love for Christ with 
the passing years.  In the cel-
ebration of special days, the 
Church helps us to redeem 
the gift of time.

Like the four seasons, the 
Church year follows a cycle.  There is indeed a natu-
ral ebb and flow to the spiritual life of the Church.  
In accordance with the motions of human nature, 
the Church year gradually unfolds the mysteries of 
Christ’s life, repeating the cycle each year.  Begin-
ning with the immense anticipation of the Incarna-
tion during the season of Advent, and the celebration 
of the Incarnation during the Christmas season, the 
Church remembers and celebrates Christ’s public 
ministry; his Passion, Death, Resurrection, and As-
cension; the coming of the Holy Spirit to the infant 
Church at Pentecost; and the ever-present hope for 
the coming of his reign as the King of Kings.

A Brief History and 
Explanation of the 
Liturgical Year

The Church calendar has 
always revolved around the 
celebration of Easter and the 

mystery of the Redemption.  Easter was the first an-
nual feast celebrated by the early Christians and the 
only feast the Church celebrated for the first three 
hundred years.  The feast of Christmas was recorded 
as initially being celebrated in 335-336 AD.  Over the 
centuries, the Church developed many special festi-
val days to praise and worship God and celebrate 
his loving intervention in human history.  In the ear-
ly centuries, local church communities also remem-
bered those who heroically witnessed to their faith 
especially the martyrs.  Thus, the powerful example 
of the martyrs was elevated before the eyes of all the 
faithful, and their courageous testimony was remem-
bered.  Pope Pius V compiled a universal Church 

calendar in 1568, which was 
based on local church calen-
dars.  It was not until 1589 
that the term “Church year” 
was first used.  By 1955, the 
feast days of 338 saints were 

The Liturgical Year: 
An Annual Cycle of the Mysteries 
of Christ, Mary, and the Saints

The appointed feasts of the Lord which you shall proclaim as holy convocations,  
my appointed feasts, are these. ~ Leviticus 23:2
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“The Church gives us periodic 
reminders to keep our faith 
alive and inspire us to grow 

deeper in our love for Christ.”

White vestments denote special times of celebration in the life of Church such  
as Easter and Christmas



highlighted by the calendar.  Vatican II established 
new norms for recognizing feast days and provided 
the simplified calendar that the Church uses today.

A Description of the Liturgical Calendar

The liturgical calen-
dar contains two cycles.  
The first is called the Tem-
poral Cycle and includes 
all Sundays and feasts of 
our Lord.  Every Sunday 
is a renewed celebration 
of Christ’s Resurrection 
from the dead; indeed, the 
Lord’s Day is “a little Eas-
ter.”  We honor the Lord 
on this holy day by prayer-
fully participating in the 
Mass, spending time with 
our families and with those 
who are in need, and by 
avoiding unnecessary hard 
work and labor (see CCC 
2186).  Some of the feast 
days which are set aside 
to honor the Lord include 
the feasts of the Baptism 
of the Lord, Corpus Chris-
ti (the Body and Blood of 
Christ), the Transfigura-
tion, Christ the King, and 
the Sacred Heart.  These 
are special days of solem-
nity and celebration.

The second cycle in the liturgical calendar is called 
the Sanctoral Cycle and includes the feast days of the 
Virgin Mary, the martyrs, and the saints.  Martyrs’ 
feast days were developed in local churches as a way 
to honor those holy men and women who were per-
secuted and died for their faith.  The Church com-
munity celebrates their martyrdom as their birth into 
the glory of eternal life.  Later on, those who suffered 
for confessing the faith (confessors) were honored, 
as were holy virgins and other holy men and wom-
en, both lay and clergy.  Amidst the feast days that 
commemorate the lives of the saints, there are special 
days that honor the Queen of the Saints, the Mother 
of God.  Some of the Marian feast days include the 
feasts of Mary the Mother of God, the Annunciation, 
the Immaculate Conception, and the Assumption.

There are three distinct levels for ranking the feast 
days in the Church.  A solemnity is the liturgical cel-

ebration of the highest rank that commemorates an 
event, a person, or a belief of the greatest signifi-
cance and universal importance in salvation history.  
Examples of solemnities include Christmas, Easter, 
Pentecost, Christ the King, the Immaculate Concep-

tion of Mary, and the So-
lemnity of St. Joseph.  A 
feast is also a liturgical cele-
bration of great importance, 
but is of a lower rank than a 
solemnity.  Special feasts in-
clude the feasts of the Holy 
Family, the Baptism of the 
Lord, the Transfiguration, 
and the Birth of Mary.  The 
lowest rank of a feast day 
is a memorial.  Some exam-
ples of memorials are those 
of the Guardian Angels, of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
and of the saints (such as 
St. Thomas Aquinas or St. 
Thérèse of Lisieux).

The Liturgical Seasons

Advent:  Advent is the be-
ginning of the liturgical 
year and lasts between three 
and four weeks.  It is a sea-
son filled with tremendous 
hope and anticipation as we 
await expectantly the Sec-
ond Coming of the Lord.  It 

is also a penitential season in which we repent for 
our sins and reform our lives so that we are ready to 
meet him when he comes.  Through the liturgy, we 
share in the hope of the Jewish people; our antici-
pation resembles theirs as they waited for the com-
ing of the Messiah.  Toward the end of Advent, we 
remember again the events surrounding the Lord’s 
birth and prepare ourselves for the celebration of 
Christmas.  In the Advent liturgy, the whole Church 
cries out, “Maranatha — come, Lord Jesus, come!” 
(see Rv 22:20).

Themes: Joyful expectation, penance, reform,  
       hope.

Liturgical Color:  Purple.
Christmas:  During the Christmas season, we cel-
ebrate the birth of Christ our Savior and the events 
of his early childhood.  We stand in awe of the God-
Man, the Word made flesh, who came to save us.  
We never tire of pondering the greatest event in hu-

“The Lord’s Day is a  
little Easter.”

Illuminated List of the Gospels, 8th century, St. Augustine’s 
Abbey, Canterbury, England
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man history, the moment that Divine Love assumed 
the form of a human being.  “And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14).

 Themes:  Joy, peace, Christ as the Light of the  
 World, the Incarnation.

Liturgical Color:  White.
Lent:  Lent is the period of forty days that precede 
the holiest days of the year (Holy Thursday, Good 
Friday, and Easter).  It is a time of preparation, of 
renewed repentance of our sins, and a new turning 
to God.  Ash Wednesday and Good Friday are days 
of fasting and abstinence (fasting means we make a 
significant sacrifice in the amount of food we eat; ab-
stinence means we abstain from meat).  Fridays dur-
ing Lent are days of abstinence.  

Themes:  Prayer, penance, sacrifice.
Liturgical Color:  Purple.

Easter:  Through the proclamation of the Word in the 
liturgy, we relive once more the miraculous events of 
that first Easter Sunday.  The tomb is empty!  Christ 
has risen from the dead, conquering it.  It is because 
of the Resurrection of Christ that we need no longer 
fear death — if we live in Christ, we shall also rise 
from death.  Forty days after Easter we celebrate his 
Ascension into Heaven.  Ten days later we commem-
orate the coming of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost.

Themes:  New life in Christ, light, Christian vic- 
 tory.

Liturgical Color:  White (red for Pentecost).
Ordinary Time:  During this season, we remember 
God’s plan in salvation history and his covenant with 
his people.  There are thirty-four weeks of ordinary 
time, a few between the end of the Christmas sea-
son and Lent, and the remainder following Pentecost 
through the end of the liturgical year.  

Themes:  Growth, journey in Christ.
Liturgical Color:  Green.

Holy Days of Obligation

In addition to every Sunday, there are other days 
in which the faithful are obliged to participate in the 
Eucharistic celebration.  These days are called holy 

days of obligation and attending Mass on these days 
is required.  These holy days commemorate Chris-
tian mysteries of profound and universal importance.  
There are six holy days (listed in the order they oc-
cur in the liturgical year:
December 8, Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception   

        of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
December 25, Solemnity of the Nativity of the Lord
January 1, Solemnity of the Blessed Virgin Mary,  

 Mother of God 
Ascension Thursday (Solemnity of the Ascension of the 

Lord), forty days after Easter Sunday unless 
the bishop transfers it to the last Sunday be-
fore Pentecost  

August 15, Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed  
 Virgin Mary  

November 1, Solemnity of All Saints.
(CCC 1163-1173)

“The Church year gradually unfolds  
the mysteries of Christ’s life.”

D
A

V
ID

 C
H

A
R

L
E

S
 P

H
O

T
O

G
R

A
P

H
Y

Liturgical Year — Page 3


	WELCOME PAGE
	SEARCH
	HELP
	INTRODUCTION
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Acknowledgements
	Table of Contents
	Book Structure and Use
	Biblical Abbreviations
	Table of Contents for Doctrines and Special Topics

	QUESTIONS ABOUT CD USE
	Questions and Answers

	DOCTRINES
	Part I Introduction
	Angels
	Anointing of the Sick
	Aspects of Prayer
	Attributes of God
	Baptism
	Battle of Prayer
	Beatitudes
	Beauty
	Blessed Trinity
	Can the Bible be Taken Literally?
	Catholic Family
	Celibacy for the Sake of the Kingdom
	Chastity and Modesty
	Christian Meaning of Freedom
	Christian Meaning of Suffering
	Christian Meditation
	Church is Apostolic
	Communion of Saints
	Confession to a Human Being
	Confirmation
	Consecrated Life
	Continual Conversion and Penance
	Conversion to Jesus Christ
	Covenants of God with Us
	Deposit of Faith
	Deuterocanonical Books
	Did Jesus Always Know He Was God?
	Did Jesus Have to Suffer and Die?
	Dignity and Vocation of Women
	Disciple of Christ
	Divine Revelation
	Does God Exist?
	Errors of Modern Culture
	Eucharist
	Evangelization
	Five Doctrines on Mary
	Forgiveness
	Four Last Things
	Gifts of the Holy Spirit
	God the Creator
	God the Father
	God's Justice, God's Love
	God's Law
	God's Plan of Salvation
	Good Works
	Grace
	Grace and Conversion
	Heights of Prayer, Contemplation
	Holiness and Joy
	Holy Orders
	Holy Spirit
	Honoring our Parents
	In Persona Christi
	Incarnation
	Indulgences
	Infallibility
	Infant Baptism
	Introduction to Prayer
	Jesus: Our Exemplar in Prayer
	Jesus: The Unexpected Messiah
	Jesus: The Way, Truth, and Life
	Justification
	Kingdom of God
	Light and Fire
	Light of Conscience
	Liturgy: An Introduction
	Made in His Image
	Magisterium
	Male and Female He Made Them
	Marriage, Sexuality, Contraception
	Martyrdom
	Mary, the New Eve
	Matrimony
	Miracles: Proof of Christ's Claims
	Mother of God and Our Mother
	Mystery of Evil
	Mystical Body of Christ
	Natural Law
	New Heavens and the New Earth
	Once Saved, Always Saved?
	One, Holy, Catholic . . .
	Original Sin
	Paschal Mystery
	People of God
	Praying to Mary
	Precepts of the Church
	Priesthood of the Faithful
	Profanity
	Providence
	Purgatory
	Real Presence
	Reconciliation
	Reservation of the Blessed Sacrament
	Responding to the Great Mysteries
	Resurrection
	Resurrection of the Body
	Sabbath and Sunday Worship
	Sacramental Economy
	Sacramental Living
	Sacraments
	Sacred Scripture
	Sacred Tradition
	Sanctity of Human Life
	Second Coming of Christ
	Separated Brethren
	Servant of the Servants of God
	Seven Deadly Sins
	Social Teaching of the Church
	Spirit and Matter
	Stealing, Lying, Cheating
	Temptation
	Touch of Jesus
	True God and True Man
	Types of Prayer
	Typology
	Veneration of Holy Images
	Viaticum
	Virtue of Charity
	Virtue of Faith
	Virtue of Hope
	Virtuous Living
	What is a Sacramental Marriage?
	What is Sin?
	Women and the Priesthood
	Works of Mercy

	SPECIAL TOPICS
	Part II Introduction
	Advent
	Amen
	Apparitions
	Canon Law
	Canonization of Saints
	Catholic Funeral
	Chrism Mass
	Creed
	Daily Examination of Conscience
	Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus
	Examination of Conscience
	Helps in Using the Sacrament of Reconciliation
	History of the Church
	History of the Mass
	Holy Rosary
	Holy Week
	Lent: Period of Purification and Enlightenment
	Liturgical Vocabulary List
	Liturgical Year
	Liturgy of the Hours
	Lord's Prayer
	Mass of Ordination to the Sacred Priesthood
	Novenas
	Our Lady of Guadalupe
	Parts of the Mass
	Sacramentals
	San Damiano Cross
	Sign of the Cross
	Solemnity of All Saints
	Solemnity of the Ascension
	Solemnity of the Assumption
	Solemnity of the Blessed Virgin Mary
	Solemnity of Easter
	Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception
	Solemnity of the Nativity of the Lord
	Solemnity of Pentecost
	Stations of the Cross
	Structure of the Bible
	Titles, Terms, Ministries
	Well-Known Catholic Prayers
	What is a Rite?

	PSALMS AND CANTICLES
	Part III Introduction
	Refrain Sources Index
	Psalm 1
	Psalm 5
	Psalm 6
	Psalm 8
	Psalm 9
	Psalm 10
	Psalm 12
	Psalm 16
	Psalm 17
	Psalm 18
	Psalm 19
	Psalm 20
	Psalm 22A
	Psalm 22B
	Psalm 23
	Psalm 24
	Psalm 25
	Psalm 26
	Psalm 27
	Psalm 28
	Psalm 30
	Psalm 31
	Psalm 32
	Psalm 33
	Psalm 34
	Psalm 36
	Psalm 37
	Psalm 39
	Psalm 40
	Psalm 42
	Psalm 45
	Psalm 46
	Psalm 47
	Psalm 50
	Psalm 51
	Psalm 53
	Psalm 57
	Psalm 61
	Psalm 62
	Psalm 63
	Psalm 65
	Psalm 66
	Psalm 67
	Psalm 68
	Psalm 69
	Psalm 72
	Psalm 78A
	Psalm 78B
	Psalm 84
	Psalm 85
	Psalm 86
	Psalm 88
	Psalm 89
	Psalm 91
	Psalm 93
	Psalm 95
	Psalm 96
	Psalm 97
	Psalm 98
	Psalm 99
	Psalm 100
	Psalm 102A
	Psalm 102B
	Psalm 103A
	Psalm 103B
	Psalm 104A
	Psalm 104B
	Psalm 110
	Psalm 111
	Psalm 112
	Psalm 113
	Psalm 115
	Psalm 116
	Psalm 118
	Psalm 119A
	Psalm 119B
	Psalm 119C
	Psalm 121
	Psalm 122
	Psalm 127
	Psalm 128
	Psalm 130
	Psalm 133
	Psalm 135
	Psalm 136
	Psalm 138
	Psalm 139
	Psalm 140
	Psalm 141
	Psalm 145
	Psalm 146
	Psalm 147
	Psalm 148
	Psalm 149
	Psalm 150
	Canticle of Isaiah 12
	Canticle of Luke 1 - The Magnificat
	Canticle of Philippians 2
	Canticle of Colossians 1

	LITANIES AND PRAYERS
	Part IV Introduction
	LITANIES
	Blessed Virgin Mary
	Holy Communion
	Holy Spirit
	Most Holy Name of Jesus
	Sacred Heart
	Saints
	Saint Joseph

	OTHER PRAYERS
	Angelus
	Regina Coeli
	Chaplet of the Divine Mercy
	Joyful Mysteries of the Rosary
	Luminous Mysteries of the Rosary
	Sorrowful Mysteries of the Rosary
	Glorious Mysteries of the Rosary
	Pentecost Sequence
	Eucharistic Exposition and Benediction


	LIVES OF SAINTS
	Part V Introduction
	Alphabetical Index
	Feast Day Index
	Other Saint Indexes
	St. Alphonsus Liguori
	Bl. André Bessette
	St. Andrew Dung-Lac and Companions
	St. Andrew Kim Taegon and Companions
	St. Ann Wang and Companions
	St. Anthony of Padua
	St. Athanasius
	St. Augustine of Hippo
	St. Benedict of Nursia
	St. Bernadette Soubirous
	St. Bernard of Clairvaux
	St. Catherine Labouré
	St. Catherine of Siena
	St. Charles Lwanga and Companions
	St. Clare of Assisi
	St. Dominic de Gúzman
	St. Dominic Savio
	St. Elizabeth Ann Seton
	St. Elizabeth of Hungary
	St. Faustina Kowalska
	St. Frances of Rome
	St. Francis of Assisi
	St. Francis de Sales
	St. Francis Xavier
	Bl. Francisco and Bl. Jacinta Marto
	St. Gertrude the Great
	St. Gianna Beretta Molla
	St. Gregory the Great
	St. Ignatius of Antioch
	St. Ignatius of Loyola
	St. Irenaeus of Lyons
	Sts. Isaac Jogues, John de Brébeuf and Companions
	St. John Bosco
	Ven. John Henry Newman
	St. John Neumann
	St. John of God
	St. John the Evangelist
	St. John the Baptist
	St. John Vianney
	St. Josemaria Escrivá de Balaguer
	St. Joseph
	St. Josephine Bakhita
	St. Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin
	Bl. Junipero Serra
	Bl. Kateri Tekakwitha
	St. Katharine Drexel
	St. Leo the Great
	St. Louis de Montfort
	Ven. Louis and Zélie Martin
	St. Margaret Clitherow
	St. Margaret Mary Alacoque
	Bl. Margaret of Castello
	St. Margaret of Scotland
	St. Maria Goretti
	St. Martin de Porres
	St. Mary Magdalene
	St. Maximilian Kolbe
	Bl. Miguel Pro
	St. Monica
	St. Patrick
	St. Paul Miki and Companions
	St. Paul the Apostle
	Sts. Perpetua, Felicity, and Companions
	St. Peter Claver
	St. Peter the Apostle
	Ven. Pierre Toussaint
	St. Pio of Pietrelcina
	St. Teresa Benedicta
	Bl. Teresa of Calcutta
	St. Teresa of Ávila
	St. Thérèse of Lisieux
	St. Thomas Aquinas
	St. Thomas More
	St. Thomas the Apostle
	St. Vincent de Paul

	CONVERSION STORIES
	Part VI Introduction
	A Future and a Hope - Joe Allison
	Going Through the Door - Anonymous
	Not Obligated, but Freely Choosing - Anonymous
	From Bible Only Anarchy - Doug Beasley
	Waiting for the Invitation - Paul Bennett
	In Mary's Womb - Andrea Bolster
	Come Home, for to This You Were Born - Dana Brault
	God Will Reveal His Plan to Us - Anne Brauner
	Little Mary and My Trinity of Friends - Shari Deeb
	God Cares Specifically About Me - Julie Eddy
	Many Apostles Bring Me to the Church - Jim Ensley
	Finding the Desire of My Heart - Fr. Ed Fride
	Seeing the Love of God - Anne Foy
	Mary By My Side - James M. Herbert
	Happily Ever After - Heather Keimig
	Lost and Then Found - Stephanie Nemecek
	Finding the Truth, Finding My God - Eric Pavlat
	Beacon of the Catholic Faith - Debbie Plescia
	A Gentle, Guiding Hand - Brenda Randall
	Joy, Freedom, and Ecstasy - Steve Ray
	Accepting Jesus as God and Lord - Jim Safford
	Ready to Accept Christ into My Life - Randy Shaw
	Starving for the Eucharist - Martha Tonn
	My Friend is Jesus - Steve Westmoreland
	Have Mercy on Me, Lord - Belinda Wickham

	SMALL GROUP QUESTIONS
	Part VII Introduction
	Discussion Questions

	CITATION INDEXES
	Scripture Citations
	Catechism Citations

	CATECHIST'S MANUAL CROSS REFERENCE
	Use of Cross References


