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A discussion about the Liturgical Calendar among Christian worship scholars is 

not a strange thing. Many articles on the subject are found in such academic journals as 
Liturgy, St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly, and Anglican and Episcopal History. But 
perhaps this list of journals highlights the strange context of this discussion—a 
presentation on the Liturgical Calendar at an annual meeting of the Evangelical 
Theological Society.  

Historically, the Liturgical Calendar has been considered the purview of the 
liturgical, high-church tradition and not the concern of the low-church evangelicals 
represented at this auspicious gathering.2 This is changing. Indeed, many low-church 
scholars and pastors have begun to advocate for evangelical churches to embrace the 
Liturgical Year.3 These advocates come from various contexts, but for our purposes, 
consider a four-fold foundation for their arguments. 

First, low-church proponents for the Liturgical Calendar argue that the Calendar is 
the flowering of the Lord’s Old Testament commands regarding Jewish festivals. Old 
Testament scholar Daniel Block explains that “[I]n reflecting on the role of the Liturgical 
Calendar for Christians, we do well to relate the functions of Christian observances to 

 
1 This is a working paper, not for distribution or citation. Contact the author for more details. Thanks to 

Chessa Wathen William, and Brian Tabb for reading an early draft of this presentation and providing their comments. 
Special thanks to my former intern Ryan Shelton, for his shared interest in the low-church tradition. 

2 Official church documents include Sacred Congregation of Rites, Calendarium Romanum: General Norms for 
the Liturgical Year and the New General Roman Calendar. Issued on March 21, 1969. Trans. by Bishops’ Committee on 
Divine Worship in Norms Governing Liturgical Calendars, Liturgy Documentary Series, Number 6 (Washington DC: Office 
of Publishing and Promotion Services, USCCB, 1984).  

Major scholarly monographs on the Liturgical Calendar include Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson, 
The Origins of Feasts, Fasts, and Seasons in Early Christianity (Collegeville: Liturgical, 2011); Maxwell E. Johnson, ed. 
Between Memory and Hope: Readings on the Liturgical Year (Collegeville: Liturgical, 2000); Adolf Adam, The Liturgical 
Year: Its History and Its Meaning after the Reform of the Liturgy (New York:Pueblo, 1981); Robert E. Webber, Ancient-
Future Time: Forming Spirituality through the Christian Year (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004); Robert E. Webber, ed. The 
Complete Library of Christian Worship—Volume 5: The Services of the Christian Year. Peabody: Hendrickson, 1993. 

Additionally, many popular level books have been written, especially by authors in the Roman Catholic and 
mainline traditions. E.g., Dorothy C. Bass, Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of Time (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000); Joan Chittister, The Liturgical Year: The Spiraling Adventure of the Spiritual Life (Thomas 
Nelson, 2009); Madeleine L’Engle, The Irrational Season (New York: Seabury, 1977); Philip H. Pfatteicher, Journey 
into the Heart of God: Living the Liturgical Year (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013); Michael D. Whalen, Seasons 
and Feasts of the Church Year: An Introduction (New York: Paulist, 1993); James A. Wilde (ed.), Ade Bethune 
(illustrator), and Mary P. Ryan (designer), At That Time: Cycles and Seasons in the Life of a Christian (Chicago: Liturgy 
Training Publications, 1989); and Cardinal Donald Wuerl and Mike Aquilina, The Feasts: How the Church Year Forms 
Us as Catholics (New York: Image/Doubleday, 2014). 

3 E.g., Aaron Damiani, The Good of Giving Up: Discovering the Freedom of Lent (Chicago: Moody, 2017) and 
Billy Gross, Living the Christian Year: Time to Inhabit the Story of God (Downers Grove: Intervarsity: 2009). 
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functions of festivals in Israel.”4 Similarly, Allen Ross writes, “So as the early church 
grew, the leaders decided that certain times and seasons would serve their worship well. 
They recognized that these times had been set aside by the Lord for Israel in anticipation 
of the coming of Christ and that afterward those times could not be dissociated from 
significant activities.”5 Ross gives this example, “The symbolism of forty in the Bible 
(Moses, Israel, Jesus),” he writes, “naturally supplied the time framework for Lent.”6 
Here, Lent, like the rest of the Liturgical Calendar, is the natural flowering of symbolism 
grounded in the Bible. 

Second, and echoing through the quotes that we just heard, proponents argue 
that the Liturgical Calendar is the intentional device of the church fathers. In an 
accessible, popular-level article, Pastor Daniel Montgomery critiques contemporary 
attractional churches, noting, “We act like we’ve invented the wheel and we’ve got this 
whole thing figured out. You see this in contemporary church services. ... And you see it 
in the way we’ve laid aside and then forgotten the wisdom of our church fathers, who 
devised the Christian Calendar.”7 The Liturgical Calendar, on Montgomery’s account, is 
the result of Patristic wisdom and invention.  

Third, proponents of the Liturgical Calendar note the preservation of the Christian 
year throughout time, a preservation, it seems, overseen by the sovereign God of history. 
Daniel Brendsel writes in a thoughtful article, “There is diversity both locally in different 
parts of the globe, historically in differing eras, and among various Christian traditions 
on the specific details of these dates and practices and colors. Nevertheless, the basic 
shape of the calendar as a whole seems to be preserved throughout.”8 A defining and 
authoritative characteristic, in this account, the endurance of the Liturgical Calendar.9 

Fourth, proponents of the Liturgical Calendar call for a reclamation of the 
Christian year for the good of evangelical church, just as we’ve heard in Montgomery’s 

 
4 Block, For the Glory of God, 295. Block specifies, “Through festivals we too may (a) dramatize and actualize 

the saving work of Christ in our lives; (b) keep alive the memory of God’s creative and saving acts and provide 
opportunities for instructing the uninitiated; (c) strengthen relationships between worshiper and God and between 
worshiper and the community of faith; and (d) rejoice in the providential care of God and share his bounty through 
acts of charity to the poor and oppressed.” 

5 Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory, 417. For a study of the Pentateuch that grounds the Old Testament 
festivals to creational rhythms, see the new book by Michael LeFebvre, The Liturgy of Creation: Understanding 
Calendars in Old Testament Context (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2019).  

6 Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory, 416. Cites Johnson, “From Three Weeks to Forty Days,” 185–200. 
7 Daniel Montgomery, “Reason for the Seasons” Towers 11, no. 5 (Dec–Jan 2013): 13. 

https://issuu.com/sbts/docs/towers_2013_dec-jan/13 
8 Daniel J. Brendsel, “A Tale of Two Calendars: Calendars, Compassion, Liturgical Formation, and the 

Presence of the Spirit,” Bulletin of Ecclesial Theology 3, no. 1 (2016):17. 
9 Brendsel admits, “there is no such thing as the Liturgical Calendar of the church, nevertheless there is 

enough overlap across times and places and traditions to identify a common ‘something’ along the lines of what we are 
here outlining and calling the ‘church/Liturgical Calendar’” (Brednsell, “Two Calendars,” 17). 
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earlier quote.10 Similarly, Brendsel asks the low and independent church tradition to 
“consider the role that … observance of the church calendar” may have in helping the 
church “become a people with compassionate and Christ-honoring reflexes and 
instincts.”11 

Combined, these four arguments—the authority of the Old Testament, the 
wisdom of the Church Fathers, the sovereignty of God in history, and the good of the 
local church—seem conclusive. Why would any branch of the Christian church demur 
from following the Liturgical Calendar?  

A common narrative for that disagreement stems from the Regulatory Principle.12 
In his article, forthrightly titled, “No ‘Church Year’ for Presbyterians,” Douglas Kelly 
rehearses the standard argument when he writes, “[O]ur Reforming, Puritan fore-fathers 
were earnestly concerned that their worship should be pleasing to God, and they turned 
to the Scriptures in order to know what would please Him in this matter. As true 
believers, they knew that Scripture alone had the authority to prescribe what our 
worship should be. … [T]hus we must clearly reject the proposed reintroduction of the 
medieval, Roman Catholic Church Year with its attendant ceremonies.”13 

 Matthew Y. Emerson, a very thoughtful low-church proponent of the Liturgical 
Calendar, wrote an excellent article for the Center for Baptist Renewal which replies 
succinctly. Sure, “The calendar isn’t in Scripture, and neither is the word ‘Trinity.’”14  

But now to move from introductory matters to this presentation’s argument, there 
are several differences, if I may, between the Liturgical Calendar and the Trinity. And I 
believe these differences are essential to understand both concepts. To begin with, God 
has always existed as a triune being and though the term “Trinity” was first coined in 
170AD, God was triune far before 170AD. The Liturgical Calendar, by contrast, has not 
existed eternally. And so, secondly, when Arius denied the Trinity by testifying of Jesus 
Christ that “there was time when the Son was not,” St. Nicholas (the legend has it) 
slapped Arius in the face. The Liturgical Calendar, by contrast, most definitely had time 

 
10 Connecting the Liturgical Calendar to the church’s mission by way of consideration with union of Christ is 

the goal of a new book by Nicholas W. Monsma, entitled Worship, Mission, and the Church Year: How Union with Christ 
Forms Worshipers for Mission in Every Season (Wipf & Stock, 2019). 

11 Daniel J. Brendsel, “Tale of Two Calendars,” 16.  
12 Darryl Hart, Recovering Mother Kirk: The Case for Liturgy in the Reformed Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2003), 31. 
13 See Douglas Kelly, “No ‘Church Year’ for Presbyterians.” Presbyterian Journal 38, no. 29 (November 14, 

1979): 7–8; This quote from pg. 7. Kelly concludes his article, “Today as much as ever we must stand for simplicity, 
purity, fidelity to Scripture, and Christ-centeredness in our worship because we want to worship God in the way He 
has prescribed, so as to have Christ and His Gospel flourishing at the center of our Church’s life. And” (Kelly, “No 
‘Church Year,’” 8). 

14 Matthew Y. Emerson, “On Objections to the Church Calendar,” Center for Baptist Renewal February 15, 
2018. http://www.centerforbaptistrenewal.com/blog/2018/2/15/on-objections-to-the-church-calendar.  
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when it was not. It was the same St. Nicholas, ironically, who suffered more than most as 
demand for his relics, fostered by the Liturgical Calendar, scattered his chipped bones 
throughout the world.15  

And so, this presentation seeks to nuance this discussion; to be complicating 
without being complicated. That is, this paper traces the some of the complicated history 
of the Liturgical Calendar. Indeed, there was a time when the Liturgical Calendar was 
not. The Liturgical Calendar is not the Christian flowering of the divinely ordained 
Jewish festivals, nor the wise recognition and intentional device of the church fathers. 
The Liturgical Calendar is not the unflagging preservation of Christian history, nor the 
“natural” outgrowth of faithful Christian discipleship.  

Instead, I propose that we understand the Liturgical Calendar as a cultural 
amalgamation and as contested expressions of faith from diverse communities. This 
paper progresses with two sections, the first longer than the second. First, this paper 
argues that the Liturgical Calendar, as currently understood, is the recent cultural 
amalgamation of a variety of practices from diverse Christian communities, now 
practiced for reasons and in ways vastly different than initially intended. However, I 
want to be clear. I am a proponent of some principles regarding Christian worship in 
space and time, and such principles merit further consideration and application for our 
worship gatherings, as I will discuss in section two. 
 

I. THE LITURGICAL CALENDAR AS CONTESTED AMALGAMATION 
This section argues that the current understanding and experience of the 

Liturgical Calendar is a recent cultural amalgamation of diverse and contested practices 
from diverse Christian communities now practiced for reasons vastly different than 
initially intended. To substantiate this claim, briefly consider these six topics: (1) Recent 
historical developments in the study of Jewish and early Christian worship, (2) the 
contested establishment of Sunday morning worship, (3) the contested establishment of 
Easter celebration and Lenten preparation, (4) the contested establishment of first 
Christmas and then Advent celebrations, (5) the contested nature of the saint and martyr 
calendar, and (6) the existential nature of these disparate seasons.16  

 
(1) Recent historical developments in the study of Jewish and early Christian worship 

 
15 “Santa Claus’s bones are in Bari, Italy. They are also in Venice. And France, Germany, and Annandale, 

Virginia. A finger bone of his is in Quebec and a piece of pelvic bone resides in Morton Grove, Illinois” (Matthew Blitz, 
“Where in the World are Santa Claus’s Bones?” Atlas Obscura, December 21, 2017. 
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/st-nicholas-bones. Accessed November 13, 2019). 

16 A seventh (bonus) topic traces the various reactions the Reformers had to the Calendar. This section was  
omitted from the read presentation of the paper for the sake of time. 
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Briefly, then, consider the recent historical developments in the study of Jewish 
and Early Christian worship.17 A previous generation of Christian historians have 
assumed that Christian worship grew out of a fixed and uniformed Jewish liturgy.18 But 
things are more complicated than that. In fact, “this assumption,” argues Michael Graves, 
“cannot be reconciled with the available evidence. Recent scholarship on the history of 
Jewish worship has painted a more complex picture of Jewish liturgical development, 
thus forcing scholars of Christian liturgy to rethink the potential relationships between 
early Jewish and Christian forms of worship.”19 

A previous generation of Christian scholars, for example, assumed fixed and 
uniform practice of weekly Jewish lectionary readings.20 Now, scholars believe the 
lectionary was not as monolithically practiced as once imagined.21 So, while it is true that 
Jewish Rabbis promoted a reading of the Torah with additional readings from other 
places in the Old Testament, scholars now note, “Regarding the details of the reading 
schedules, diversity of practice in different locales existed early on, with greater 

 
17 Consider the difference between Thomas J. Talley, Origins of the Liturgical Year. 2nd ed. (New York: Pueblo, 

1986) and Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Origins of Feasts, Fasts, and Seasons in Early Christianity 
(Collegeville: Liturgical, 2011). Or the difference between Dom Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (London: Dacre, 
1945) and Paul Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and Methods (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1992 [2002, 2nd ed.]).  

18 See Michael Graves, “The Public Reading of Scripture in Early Judaism,” Journal of the Evangelical 
Theological Society 50, no. 3 (September 2007): 467.  

19 Graves, “Public Reading,” 467–68. Graves cites Richard Sarason, ‘On the Use of Method in the Modern 
Study of Jewish Liturgy,” in Approaches to Ancient Judaism: Theory and Practice (ed. W. S. Green; Missoula, MT: 
Scholars Press, 1978) 97-172; and Stefan Reif, Judaism and Hebrew Prayer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993). Cf. Paul Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship (2d ed.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002) 23-46. Bradshaw, for example, says, “While at one time it seemed perfectly possible to state with a considerable 
degree of assurance what Jewish worship was like in the first century, now things are by no means so clear. What can 
only be described as a revolution in Jewish liturgical studies has taken place, a revolution which has almost completely 
changed our perception of how sources should be used to reconstruct the forms of worship of early Judaism” (Search 
for the Origins, 24). See Jacob Neusner, “The Use of the Later Rabbinic Evidence for the Study of First-Century 
Pharisaism,” in Approaches to Ancient Judaism: Theory and Practice, ed. W. S. Green (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 
1978), 215–28. 

20 Some scholars proposed that this uniform lectionary cycle and other Jewish liturgical practices were key to 
understanding New Testament texts. For example, M. D. Goulder, Midrash and Lection in Matthew. The Speaker’s 
Lectures in Biblical Studies, 1969-71 (London: SPCK, 1974); The Evangelists’ Calendar: A Lectionary Explanation of the 
Development of Scripture. The Speaker’s Lectures in Biblical Studies, 1972. (London: SPCK, 1978). For the use of a 
liturgical ordering as hermeneutical key to the book of Revelation, see Massey H. Shepherd, The Paschal Liturgy and 
the Apocalypse (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1960). Additionally see discussion in Bradshaw Search for Origins, 48–50.  

21 Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History (trans. R. P. Scheindlin; Philadelphia: JPS, 1993); 
Richard Sarason, ‘On the Use of Method in the Modern Study of Jewish Liturgy,” in Approaches to Ancient Judaism: 
Theory and Practice (ed. W. S. Green; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1978) 97-172; and Stefan Reif, Judaism and 
Hebrew Prayer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). The Torah may have originally been read in some 
communities only on four special Sabbaths (See Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History [trans. R. P. 
Scheindlin; Philadelphia: JPS, 1993], 131; quoted in Graves, “Public Reading,” 472). Some Palestinian Jews read 
through the Torah in three years (or three-and-a-half) while Babylonian Jews read it annually. Some Jewish 
communities included mid-week readings between Sabbath readings (See discussion in Graves, “Public Reading,” 
473). 
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uniformity emerging in later times.”22 Paul Bradshaw summarizes studies of the first 
century Jewish “synagogue liturgy” and concludes that variety rather than uniformity is 
evident in Jewish prayer forms and practices.23 This has made direct ties between forms 
of Jewish worship and forms of early Christian worship very tenuous. If anything, 
Christian worship inherited variety from Jewish worship traditions rather than a united 
and cohesive tradition of gathered worship.24  

This plurality of liturgical practices, this dare I say low-church variety of localized 
traditions, is essential to understand what we now call the Liturgical Calendar.  
 

(2) Varieties of Practice for Weekly Worship 
To consider the claim that early Jewish and Christian liturgical practices were 

more diverse that we once believed in greater detail, consider, second, the varieties of 
practice for weekly Christian worship. When today’s Christian gathers on a Sunday 
morning, it is easy for her to imagine herself as part of an unbroken chain connected to 
the gathering of disciples on that first Easter Sunday morning. But, as the chorus of this 
presentation goes, things are more complicated than that.  

The transition from the Sabbath to Sunday is not easily understood.25 For 
example, consider this question: “Is Christianity a continuation of Judaism to be 
understood as its flowering and fulfillment? Or is Christianity antithetical to Judaism to 
be understood as its revolution and rebuke?” Surely there are a variety of perspectives to 
that question in this room and at this conference. Thus, it is not difficult to imagine a 
variety of perspectives and reactions to that sort of question in various communities in 
the early church. In some places, Jewish leaders received the gospel with great joy, such 
as the “great number of priests” who believed (Acts 6:7). In other places, Jewish leaders 
rejected the gospel with great vehemence and persecuted the believers. So, consider the 

 
22 Graves, “Public Reading,” 472. 
23 See Bradshaw, Search for the Origins, 35. 
24 My thanks to Jonathan Welch for coining this concept so cleanly. As Maxwell Johnson writes, “It has 

become extraordinarily difficult in the light of contemporary liturgical scholarship to say clearly from within this 
formative period of the first three centuries what this ‘inherited tradition’ actually is. That is, the history of Christian 
worship in these centuries is not the history of a single tradition of worship that undergirds the diversity of liturgical 
practices stemming from some pristine, unitive, or ‘apostolic’ core; rather, it is itself the history of a plurality of 
liturgical practices from the very beginning. There is no one clearly deduced ‘apostolic tradition’ of Christian worship, 
but . . . a variety of traditions. As a consequence, it becomes next to impossible to begin sorting out from this variety 
what should be considered as constituting—authoritatively or normatively—the ‘inherited tradition’ of worship into 
which the church today is to ‘replunge’ itself” (“Apostolic Tradition,” in The Oxford History of Christian Worship, ed. 
Geoffrey Wainwright and Karen B. Westerfield Tucker [Oxford: New York; Oxford University Press, 2006], 67).. 

25 The classic work tracing this topic is D. A. Carson, ed. From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A Biblical, Historical, and 
Theological Investigation. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982.See especially chapters by Harold H. P. Dressler, “The 
Sabbath in the Old Testament” (21–42); C. Rowland, “A Summary of Sabbath Observance in Judaism at the Beginning 
of the Christian Era” (43–56); R. J. Bauckham, “The Lord’s Day” (221–250) and “Sabbath and Sunday in the Post-
Apostolic Church” (251–298) and “Sabbath and Sunday in the Protestant Tradition” (311–342). 
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differences of perspectives that would form in those different communities and the 
differences of perspectives that would form in the thousands of communities in between 
these two extremes.  

Consider, for example, how and when believers assembled and celebrated the 
Lord’s Supper. Some churches in Syria distanced themselves from Jewish practice while 
it seems that other Syrian churches actually celebrated the Lord’s Supper on Sabbath 
Saturday instead of Sunday.26 Polycarp mentions Sabbath Christian gatherings while 
Pionius and Origen warned believers not to confuse the church with the synagogue.27 
The Egyptian city of Alexandria celebrated the Lord’s Supper on Sunday, but believers in 
the Egyptian city of Thebaïs assembled on the Sabbath.28 

 
(3) The date and practice of Easter and Lent was contested 

Celebrating Easter seems like a very straightforward proposition. Simply wait 52 
weeks after the previous celebration and then celebrate again. But, as we have seen, 
things are more complicated than that. In fact, for several hundred years, many 
Christians did not even celebrate Easter on Sunday. While many, maybe even most, 
believers celebrated the resurrection on the first day of the week, many believers (called 
“Quatrodecimans”) in Asia Minor and eastern Syria remembered Christ’s death during 
the Jewish Passover, the evening of Nisan 14.29 For many years, scholars viewed the 
Sunday morning tradition as original and the Quatrodeciman tradition as an 
aberration.30 That narrative has been more recently been challenged.  

The Quatrodecimans used the evening of the Passover to remember Christ, 
though exactly how that related to Jewish observance of the Passover is difficult to 

 
26 Contrast Didascalia Apostolorum 5.17. 20 with Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 20. Cites 

Martyrium Pionii 2, 3: Greek text and ET in Herbert Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1972), 136–7. 

27 Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 21. For Polycarp’s view, see Alistair Stewart-Sykes, The Life of 
Polycarp (Sydney: St Pauls Publications 2002), 123–27. Cites Martyrium Pionii 13.1–14.16 and Selecta in Exod. 12.46. 

28 Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 23. Cites Socrates, Historia ecclesiastica 5.22; Sozomen, Historia 
ecclesiastica 7.19; and Timothy of Alexandria Canonical Responses 13. Similar points can be made regarding weekly 
rhythms of fasting and inactivity. Many Jewish people fasted on Friday in preparation for Sabbath feasting. Ought a 
Christian to join that rhythm of fasting and feasting or should they form their own? Believers in many parts of the 
world distinguished themselves from Jews by not fasting on Friday, but on the Sabbath Saturday. But this was 
complicated by the heretical Marcionites’ belief that people ought to fast on the Sabbath to express contempt for the 
creation and Creator (See discussion in Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 17). Primary sources include 
Epiphanius, Panarion 42.3.3–4. And Tertullian’s response in Adversus Marcionem 4.12. 

29 See discussion in Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 39. 
30 Bradshaw and Johnson cite A. A. McArthur, The Evolution of the Christian Year (London: SCM Press, 1953), 

98–107; and Josef Jungmann, The Early Liturgy to the Time of Gregory the Great (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1959), 25–26. Cited in Origins of Feasts, 39. 
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understand.31 Much of what we know about the Jewish celebration of the Paschal meal 
comes to us from later sources, after the Temple’s destruction, not from the time of 
Christ’s death and resurrection.32 
 One of the main difficulties of this celebration involved ascertaining the correct 
date for the celebration. The date of Passover was not exactly simple to calculate for 
early Christians. Ought the Christian church to take its cues from the Jewish leaders?33 
Even Quatrodecimans had difficulty keeping track of the 14th day of the first month of 
Spring in the Jewish Calendar. Some in Asia Minor celebrated on the 14th day of 
Artemisios while those in Cappadocia celebrated on the 14th day of Teireix—the first 
month of Spring in their own local calendars.34  

The wide discrepancy and contest of celebrations was finally dealt with in 325 by 
the Council of Nicaea. There, church leaders effectively mandated that Christians 
celebrate the Easter feast on Sunday morning. So, after only 325 years of church history, 
the Liturgical Calendar agreed that Easter was to be celebrated on Sunday. So, perhaps 
there is another connection between the Trinity and the Liturgical Calendar—the Council 
of Nicaea! 

Let us turn our attention from Easter to Lent.35 Lent is an amalgamation of at least 
two distinct but related structures: first, a season for catechumens who were preparing 

 
31 There was even disagreement about what the term “Pascha” meant. Melito of Sardis claimed it was a form 

of “pathein” meaning “to suffer” (On the Pascha, 46. Quoted in Maxwell Johnson, ed. Sacraments and Worship 
[Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012], 376), Tertullian linked it to a sign of water (On Baptism, XIX, in ANF 
3:678), while Origen claimed it meant “passage” (On the Pascha, 1. Quoted in Maxwell Johnson, ed. Sacraments and 
Worship, 378). 

32 “lt was traditionally assumed that the Jewish Passover meal in the first century would have followed 
substantially the same pattern as we find in sources from later centuries. However, more recent scholarship has cast 
serious doubts upon this assumption too, and today most Jewish scholars agree that many of the customs described in 
the later literature only came into being after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in the year 70” (Bradshaw and 
Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 40). They cite, quoting them from f.n. 4 and 5: Joshua Kulp, ‘The Origins of the Seder and 
Haggadah’, Currents in Biblical Research (2005), 109–34, esp. pp. 112–13 and the scholars cited there. For the Jewish 
development of the feast, and especially how it may have been influenced by what Christians were doing, see Joseph 
Tabory, ‘Towards a History of the Paschal Meal’, and Israel J. Yuval, ‘Easter and Passover as Early Jewish-Christian 
Dialogue’ in Paul E Bradshaw and Lawrence A. Hoffman (eds), Passover and Easter: Origin and History to Modern Times 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), 62–80, 98–124 ; but cf. the critical comments by Kulp, ‘The 
Origins of the Seder and Haggadah,’ 119–25. 

We do know that many Christians asserted their distinction from Judaism by continuing to fast all Friday 
evening while the Jews celebrated their Passover meal. For even more background on the quatrodeciman controversy, 
see Thomas Talley, “Afterthoughts on the Liturgical Year” in Western Plainchant in the First Millenium: Studies in the 
Medieval Liturgy and its Music, edited by Sean Gallagher, James Haar, et. al. (Burlington: Ashgate, 2003), 1–5. 

33 Bradshaw and Johnson write, “While some seemingly felt no embarrassment in having to ask their Jewish 
neighbours when they should celebrate their festival, others found this demeaning and so sought alternative solutions” 
(Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 46–47). 

34 Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, 47. 
35 It is interesting to note how Augustine differentiated between those observances with Scriptural authority 

and those that rested upon the church’s authority. “Easter and Pentecost are feasts with the strongest Scriptural 
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to be baptized on Easter, and, second, a season for penitent people to be reconciled to 
the church. With the growth of infant baptisms and the weakening of church discipline, 
the original intent faded and other rationale developed to fill the gap. Horace T. Allen 
writes, “penitential preoccupation becomes a general practice for the whole 
community.”36 This is further enhanced by a rise in pilgrimages. Lent grew to a two-week 
“penitential anticipation of the passion” which then, in many but not all places, later 
added three more Sundays of preparation.37 

Indeed, there was a wide variety of lengths for Lenten observation. Lent was often 
viewed as a forty-day period, but also extended by some to seventy days—Septuagesima, 
Sexagesima, and Quinquagesima (seven, six, and five weeks, respectively)—before 
Easter.38 Some Oriental Orthodox traditions who use what is known as the Alexandrian 
Rite observe eight weeks of Lent. Ethiopian Orthodox believers observe three different 
fasts that last a total of fifty-five days. Eastern Orthodox believers celebrate Easter 
according to the Julian, rather than the Gregorian, Calendar. Finally, it even remains 
unclear if churches fasted during this particular season to prepare for Easter or to follow 
Epiphany.39 

Bradshaw and Maxwell note that as the Easter season lengthened to include more 
diverse themes, the celebration of the actual resurrection tragically lost its centrality. 
They write, “In the popular mind, Christmas replaced Easter as the central festival of the 
year, and it was only in the movements of liturgical renewal in the second half of the 
twentieth century that attempts began to be made to redress the balance.”40 

 
authority. The observance of forty days before Easter rests on the decree of the Church” (Augustine, “Letter 55: To 
Januarius,” in St Augustine Letters [New York: Fathers of the Church, 1951] 1:288–289). Augustine also noted the 
church’s role in establishing the Easter celebration. “Since it is clear from the Gospel on what days the Lord was 
crucified and rested in the tomb and rose again, there is added, through the councils of the fathers, the requirement of 
retaining those same days, and the whole Christian world is convinced that the pasch should be celebrated in that 
way” (Augustine, “Letter 55,” 1:283). 

36 Allen, “Calendar and Lectionary,” 398. 
37 A forty-day lent was commended by Cyril of Jerusalem and Augustine. See Cyril of Jerusalem, 

“Protocatechesis, 4” in The Works of Saint Cyril of Jerusalem. The Fathers of the Church, vol. 61 (Washington DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1969) 1:73–74; and Augustine, “Letter 55,” 1:283–284.  

Allen concludes our story. “Finally, it became evident that the ‘forty days’ weren’t actually that number, since 
the Sundays in Lent did not count (a subtle indication that the Sundays of the season were Lord’s Days, that is, 
resurrection days, and originally focused on the annual celebration of baptism/resurrection). To tidy up this situation 
the count of days was extended back to the Wednesday before the first Sunday in Lent, which became known as Ash 
Wednesday, with reference to the early penitential practice of the wearing of sackcloth and ashes, except that now the 
imposition of ashes became a universal requirement. The forty days also acquired a kind of commemorative function in 
relation to all those forty-day periods in the Old Testament and the forty-day fast of Jesus in his temptations, pericopes 
of which increasingly appeared in Lent” (Allen, “Calendar and Lectionary,” 399). 

38 Remembered in Book of Common Prayer, done away with by Vatican II.  
39 Talley credits an unpublished presentation by Rene-Georges Coquin, “Afterthoughts,” 7. 
40 Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, xiv. 
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(4) The date and practice of Christmas and Advent was contested 

Early Church history focuses more upon the celebration of January 6th as 
Epiphany than of December 25th as Christmas. The celebration of December 25th as 
Christmas seems to have begun as a local Roman celebration which was slowly adopted 
by more churches.41 The season of Advent, twelve-day Christmas, and Epiphany was 
almost unobserved for the first four centuries of the Church.42 Churches in Rome and 
North Africa began celebrating a festival of Nativity on December 25 during the period in 
church history when Trinitarian orthodoxy was being established and Christological 
heresies were being countered. Some suggest that a celebration of the Lord’s Baptism on 
January 6 was fostering the Christological heresy of adoptionism. In response, local 
churches established the festival of the Nativity to tie Christ’s divinity to his birth, his 
conception, and his earlier pre-incarnate glory.43  

The forty-day period preceding Christmas, then, was not obviously observed until 
Christmas was observed. The Byzantine churches observed a 40-day fast before 
Christmas, but it is difficult to say that they recognized this as a particular liturgical 
season, since they did not alter any of their scriptural readings.44 Many in the Reformed 
tradition note that Advent was not intended as a preparation of the heart for 
remembering the Savior’s incarnational coming as an infant, but a preparation of the 
heart for the Savior’s eschatological coming as a judge.45 The preparation was for Christ’s 
future coming as a judge, not his historical arrival as an infant, occasioned by December 

 
41 “The celebration of 6 January appears to be considerably older than that of 25 December and to have been 

practised [sic] widely in the ancient Church, whereas Christmas began later as merely a local Roman equivalent and 
only relatively slowly gained acceptance in other churches to become in the end the almost universal feature of the 
Christian year that we experience today” (Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, xv). 

42 It seems that there was also a popular solar celebration, Sol Invictus, held at the same time. The 
relationship between the reckoning of December 25th and that solar celebration is difficult to pin down. “We may 
suppose, then, that the reckoning of 25 December as date of the nativity received from popular solar celebration the 
impetus that made it a liturgical festival, without implying that the feast was only a Christian adaptation of the pagan 
festival of Sol lnvictus” (Talley, “Afterthoughts,” 6). 

43 See Allen, “Calendar and Lectionary,” 400. 
44 “Considering that the Byzantine rite maintains a fast of forty days before Christmas with nothing like a 

liturgical season, nor any interruption of the course reading in progress , it becomes clear that the liturgical season and 
the disciplinary fast are separable and need to be treated separately, however much they may have coincided in 
Western history” (Talley, “Afterthoughts,” 7).  

45 “Now universally celebrated as a preparatory period for Christmas, Advent is scripturally and historically 
nothing of the sort. Its history is that of the last Sundays of the year (civic and liturgical), wherein the pericopes were 
eschatological in their thrust, that is, having to do with ‘last things’” (Allen, “Calendar and Lectionary,” 401). 
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31st (the end of our calendar year) and not by December 25th (the celebration of Christ’s 
birth).46 
 

(5) The practice of the martyr and saint calendar was contested 
It is easy to dismiss the Martyr and Saint calendar as unessential to the Liturgical 

Calendar—after all, many of the Reformers certainly did. But it is important to see just 
how central a role that the Saints’ Calendar played in the Liturgical Year. Bradshaw and 
Johnson write, “We simply cannot understand early Christianity without paying 
significant attention to the cult of the saints, which was, undoubtedly, much more 
formative of Christian identity than has often been acknowledged.”47 Talley argues the 
Saints’ calendar has as early and legitimate proof as Easter.48  

The Saints’ calendar initially developed as a local expression from local churches 
who remembered those martyred among them. Ambrose, for example, remembered 

 
46 Either way, it is interesting to note the importance of inner sincerity and spiritual authenticity that 

accompanied the early observation of Advent. Maximus of Turin calls believers to personal holiness. In one sermon, he 
says, “Let us make our hearts pure, let us cleanse our consciences and purify our spirit, and, shining and without stain, 
let us celebrate the coming of the spotless Lord, so that the birthday of Him whose birth was known to be from a 
spotless virgin may be observed by spotless servants.” Then he gives this warning against the mere physical, 
ceremonial observation of advent: “Whoever is dirty or polluted on that day will not observe the birthday of Christ and 
fulfill his obligation. Although he is bodily present at the Lord’s festivity, yet in mind he is separated by a great 
distance from the Savior” (Maximus of Turin, Sermo LX.3, in The Sermons of St. Maximus of Turn. Ancient Christian 
Writers, no. 50. Translated and annotated by Boniface Ramsey [New York: Newman, 1989], 145). Similarly, consider 
this marvelous connection made by Bernard of Clairvaux. “We know that there are three comings of the Lord. The 
third lies between the other two. It is invisible, while the other two are visible. In the first coming he was seen on 
earth, dwelling among men; he himself testifies that they saw him and hated him. In the final coming all flesh will see 
the salvation of our God, and they will look on him whom they pierced. The intermediate coming is a hidden one; in it 
only the elect see the Lord within their own selves, and they are saved. In his first coming our Lord came in our flesh 
and in our weakness; in this middle coming he comes in spirit and in power; in the final coming he will be seen in 
glory and majesty. In case someone should think that what we say about this middle coming is sheer invention, listen 
to what our Lord himself says: If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will 
come to him. There is another passage of Scripture which reads: He who fears God will do good, but something 
further has been said about the one who loves, that is, that he will keep God’s word. Where is God’s word to be kept? 
Obviously in the heart, as the [390] prophet says: I have hidden your words in my heart, so that I may not sin against 
you. [New Paragraph] Keep God’s word in this way. Let it enter into your very being, let it take possession of your 
desires and your whole way of life. Feed on goodness, and your soul will delight in its richness. Remember to eat your 
bread, or your heart will wither away. Fill your soul with richness and strength. [New Paragraph] Because this coming 
lies between the other two, it is like a road on which we travel from the first coming to the last. In the first, Christ was 
our redemption; in the last, he will appear as our life; in this middle coming, he is our rest and consolation (Bernard of 
Clairvaux, Sermo 5, in Adventu Domini, 1–3: Opera Omnia, Edit. Cisterc. 4 [1966], 188–90; in The Liturgy of the Hours 
[New York: Catholic Book Publishing Company, 1975], 1:169. Cited in Johnson, Sacraments and Worship, 389–90). 

47 Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, xv. 
48 “Indeed, the earliest of the martyrologies, the Martyrdom of Polycarp, shows already in the second half of 

the second century all the principal elements that will be involved in the liturgical cultus later, about as early as any 
clear evidence we have for the Christian Pascha. The development of the veneration of saints, from the honoring of 
martyrs to the rich tapestry of the varieties of holiness that is acknowledged in the calendar today, is a fascinating 
topic” (Talley, “Afterthoughts,” 9). 
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Protasius and Gervasius to the church in Milan.49 The author of the Martyrdom of 
Polycarp writes, “We gather together as we are able, with joy and gladness, the Lord will 
permit us to celebrate the birthday of [Polycarp’s] martyrdom in commemoration of 
those who have already fought in the contest and also for the training and preparation of 
those who will do so in the future.”50 

But by the medieval period, things elaborated in some less than healthy ways. 
John P. Dolan writes, “The mingling of fraud and duplicity with piety transcended almost 
every aspect of religious life. There was no city of any size that did not boast the 
possession of some relic that gave it creditation in the vast network of miraculous shrines 
that crisscrossed Western Europe.”51 The feast days led to egregious practices for Sunday 
morning.52 Besides this direct misleading of people, there was the additional spiritual 
disadvantage of distracting people away from the central truths of Christianity and the 
gospel.53 Elsie McKie writes, “The liturgical year gave so much space to the feasts of the 
saints and especially to the Virgin Mary that the reformers worried people might lose 
sight of the distinctiveness of Sunday. …[T]his seemed to make Christ one among many 
intercessors.”54 

There were significant financial incentives associated with the pilgrimage trade 
and veneration of a relic, and these incentives were enhanced all the more by declaring a 

 
49 Ambrose of Milan, “Letter 22:2–3, 9, 12–13” in NPNF2 10:437–438. Cited in Johnson, Sacraments and 

Worship, 390–392. “Let us celebrate the whole day with faithful devotion.” (Ambrose of Milan, “Letter 22.13,” cited in 
Johnson, Sacraments and Worship, 392.) 

50 Martyrdom of Polycarp 18:3, In Michael W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers, 3rd ed., (Grand Rapids: Baker), 
327. It is interesting to note that the feasts celebrated their “birth of martyrdom” rather than the days of their physical 
births, because, as von Allmen notes, “scripture did not seem to favour birthday celebrations since it reports only those 
of Pharaoh and Herod!” (J. J. von Allmen, Worship, 230). 

51 John P. Dolan, History of the Reformation: A Conciliatory Assessment of Opposite Views (New York: Desclee, 
1965), 204. Dolan gives one example from the relic collection of a church in Wittenberg. He says it “contained over 
five thousand relics, among which were: thirty-five fragments of the true cross, milk of the Virgin Mary, a piece of the 
burning bush of Moses, and 204 parts of the bodies of the Holy Innocents of Bethlehem. An indulgence of more than 
1443 years could be obtained by venerating these relics” (History of the Reformation, 204–205). 

52 “In many cases the feasts were actually a travesty of Church services. For example, on the feast of the Boy 
Bishop or the Feast of Fools, the clerics wore masks at the office, danced in the choir in women’s apparel, and sang in 
a dissonant fashion” (Dolan, History of the Reformation, 206). 

53 “The multiplication of feasts not only lessened the value of holy days and fostered indifference toward 
them, but it also took men’s minds away from the principal mysteries of Christianity. The new hymns and prayers 
demanded for such occasions were often from apocryphal writings or the imaginations of the composers while the 
Scriptures were entirely omitted. Through an overemphasis on the lives of the saints, a genuine distaste for the 
Scriptures arose” (Dolan, History of the Reformation, 205). 

54 McKie, “Reformed Worship in the Sixteenth Century,” in Christian Worship in Reformed Churches Past and 
Present, edited by Lukas Vischer (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 7. 
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feast day.55 Feast days became opportunities for debauchery among the common people 
as well.56 Feast days became endowed with superstitious observance.57 Feast days also 
drained the actual economic vitality as it disrupted the trades of local townspeople with 
“frequent and enforced idleness.”58  
 

(6) The Liturgical Calendar itself was not experienced as a cohesive whole 
I would like to conclude this section by explaining the existential sense that early 

Christians had of the Liturgical Calendar. As Bradshaw and Johnson write, “Christians in 
antiquity did not view the various festivals, fasts and seasons that they experienced 
through each year as forming a unity, a single entity, and indeed those events themselves 
did not emerge in any planned or co-ordinated fashion.” Ancient people experienced 
these seasons “as a number of entirely unrelated cycles, with the result that they tended 
to overlap or conflict with one another.”59 Referring to the Liturgical Calendar of the 

 
55 “The transfer of the relics of a particular saint to a church dedicated to him generally called for the 

institution of a new feast in his honor. The relic enhanced the reputation of the church and increased its revenue. The 
monks at Salisbury, for example, noticing that the central tower was in need of repairs, petitioned and obtained the 
canonization of St. Osmund, thus assuring sufficient offerings from the faithful. The monks of the monastery of St. 
Augustine in Canterbury petitioned Pope Innocent VI to raise the status of St. Augustine so as to have the church 
‘made attractive by suitable honors.” (Dolan, History of the Reformation, 205–206). 

Erasmus quipped that Saints days “are not only wonderfully useful in relieving the boredom of the passing 
hours, but they also produce a fine profit, especially for priests and preachers” (Erasmus, The Praise of Folly [1511], 
trans. Clarence H. Miller [New Haven: Yale, 1979], 62. Cited in Johnson, Sacraments and Worship, 394). 

56 Bucer notes the abuse of holy days by “the common people.” “Since, indeed, the holy days are always 
abused by the common people to do immoral things, and since there are hardly any other days on which God is more 
blasphemed and dishonored, we urge no holy days which last a whole day except Sundays. On Sundays, we would like 
everyone to sanctify the weekly rest in the divine service. As far as the other glorious commemorations of the work of 
our redemption are concerned—such as the incarnation and birth of our Lord Jesus, his suffering, ascension, and the 
like—they are observed in sermons. But after these are over, nobody should be kept from physical work” (Martin 
Bucer, “Psalter with All Church Practices” [1539] in Gibson and Earngey, Reformation Worship, 283). 

57 Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (London: Penguin, 1971), esp. 737–745 and Lori Branch, 
Rituals of Spontaneity: Sentiment and Secularism from Free Prayer to Wordsworth (Waco: Baylor, 2006), 36–42. 

58 “The practice of making feast days, for practical purposes, second Sundays not only hampered the 
economic life of the period through frequent and enforced idleness, but also was a constant source of immorality 
because of the license and disorderly conduct it occasioned. In Breslau the townspeople petitioned the Bishop to 
reduce the number of holy days which were making it impossible to follow their trades. The Gravamina of the German 
nation repeatedly denounced the plethora of holy days as a burden upon the farmers who could scarcely find time to 
harvest and store their crops” (Dolan, History of the Reformation, 206). 
 Indeed, as Ryan Shelton noted to me in personal correspondence, in revolutionary England the industrious, 
mercantile Puritan class lamented the disruptions of feast days, not only for the debauchery but for economic 
instability. Meanwhile, as the Stuart-sanctioned “Book of Sport” testifies, the Cavalier, royalist, noble class preferred 
the “holydaye cycle” as a way to divert the masses, especially those in their more agrarian regions where feast and 
harvest cycles predominated.  

59 Bradshaw and Johnson, Origins of Feasts, xiii. Allen argues that this was the goal of the Reformers. “Thus 
these two blocks of ordinary time should not be thought of as ‘seasons’ as such, although the Anglican tradition tends 
to think of the post-Epiphany days as a season of ‘manifestation.’ In other words, we do not have a ‘church year’ but a 
sequence of Lord’s Days, which in and around Christmas and Easter employs a lectio selecta (as distinct from lectio 
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early church is anachronistic. As we have been saying, it is an amalgamation of contested 
practices from diverse local churches. It was not understood by the earliest believers as a 
cohesive cycle of annual rhythms.  

 
(7) The Liturgical Calendar and the Reformation(s)60  

The liturgical activities of the Reformers were overt attempts to return to the simplicity of the 
Church Fathers, to be seen as their true liturgical heirs. But further research and discovery of documents 
that the Reformers had no access to reveals that there was never as much uniformity among the Fathers as 
some have argued.61 

Luther retained the Liturgical Year but simplified it, maintaining remembrances of Christ’s life 
while removing many superstitious amalgamations. “Lent, Palm Sunday, and Holy Week shall be retained, 
not to force anyone to fast, but to preserve the Passion history and the Gospels appointed for that season. 
This, however, does not include the Lenten veil, throwing of palms, veiling of pictures, and whatever else 
there is of such tomfoolery.”62 Surprisingly, Luther moved slowly to remove other feasts, only later 
suppressing Corpus Christi while still allowing the feasts of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin and even her 
Assumption.63 

Zwingli’s feasts included Circumcision, Annunciation, Christmas, Easter, Ascension, and 
Pentecost.64 Interestingly, Zürich celebrated the Lord’s Supper four times a year: Christmas, Easter, 
Pentecost, and a Sunday he descriptively labels “Autumn.”65  

Calvin simplified the Calendar even further than Zwingli, dropping Circumcision and 
Annunciation, but keeping Christmas, Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost. “Usually on these days,” Calvin 

 
continua) method for choosing scriptural lections, as well as other liturgical actions such as prayers, hymns, and 
psalmody” (Allen, “Calendar and Lectionary,” 396). 

60 This section omitted from the ETS presentation for the sake, ironically, of time. 
61 Contra Daniel Hyde, “What is so instructive is how similar Tertullian, writing from Carthage in North 

Africa, and Justin, writing from Rome, sound in their descriptions of worship. There truly was consensus on the 
principles and practice of Christian worship” (“According to the Custom of the Ancient Church? Examining the Roots 
of John Calvin’s Liturgy,” Puritan Reformed Journal 2 [2009]: 189–211. This quote from 208). For a more careful 
discussion of the issue, see Hugh Oliphant Old, The Patristic Roots of Reformed Worship (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 
1975; reprint, Black Mountain, NC: Worship Press, 2004). 

62 Luther, “German Mass” in LW, 53:90. 
63 See J. J. von Allmen, Worship, 231. In making recommending practices to the local church, Luther is both 

bombastic and conciliatory. See his “Form of the Mass and Communion for the Church at Wittenberg” [1523], as 
quoted in Gibson and Earngey, Reformation Worship, esp. pg. 85). 

64 In his 1559 “Short Work on the Rites and Regulations of the Zürich Church”, Ludwig Lavater explains. 
“From the beginning of the Reformation up to a certain time, the Zürich church retained a few of the holidays for 
which celebrations had been appointed in the papacy. But at last, when the opportune moment appeared, it abolished 
them” (See the full context in Gibson and Earngey, Reformation Worship, 235–36). 

65 Gibson and Earngey, Reformation Worship, 184. This may refer to the Feast of Felix and Regula or to All 
Saints’ Day. See the note in Gibson and Earngey, Reformation Worship, 178. Writing about Zurich, Ludwig Lavater 
explains that the “feasts of Christ are kept with solemn ceremony, and the remembrance of his benefits is 
accomplished piously. But for many great reasons our church abolished the holidays of the Virgin Mary, the holy 
Apostles, and the holy Martyrs of Christ. Nevertheless, their faith, above all, and their virtues are diligently 
commended to the people, who are also roused to imitate them, by the ministers in sermons” (“A Short Work on the 
Rites and Regulations of the Zürich Church” [1559] by Ludwig Lavater. From Gibson and Earngey, Reformation 
Worship, 235–36). 
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scholar Elsie McKie explains, “Calvin interrupted the regular lectio continua pattern to preach on a text 
suited to the day, unless the New Testament book he was then expounding lent itself to that particular 
feast. In addition, during the week before Easter, there was also a break in the lectio continua pattern for a 
series of sermons on the Passion.”66 

This lectio continua was a main motivating factor in the Reformation change to the Liturgical 
Calendar.67 They wished to see the entire Scripture (including the Old Testament) preached, but they also 
wanted to emphasize the theological truth that no time was any holier than any other.68 Calvin’s churches 
remembered Christ’s death and resurrection not through annual rhythms and celebrations, but through the 
weekly Sunday observances, as evidenced in Calvin’s pastoral prayers.69 McKie concludes, “If no time is 
sacred but all time belongs to God and has been redeemed by the Passion and resurrection of Christ, then 
every moment is holy, every moment is a time for worship.”70  

The English Reformation featured a variety of responses to the Liturgical Calendar. The Church of 
Scotland entirely eliminated the saint and martyr calendar, and it even eliminated Epiphany and 
Christmas.71 The Westminster “Directory for the Public Worship of God” emphasized the Lord’s Day, 
eliminated feasts, but recommended special seasons of recognizing God’s care.72 Heidelberg addressed the 
calendar by both establishing the centrality of the Sunday gathering, and, second, establishing the 
everyday nature of true faith.73 John Wesley initially omitted holidays in his 1784 “Sunday Service of the 

 
66 McKie, “Reformed Worship in the Sixteenth Century,” 17–18. 
67 J. J. von ALlmen writes, “The keeping of the Christian year must not endanger the possibility of the lectio 

continua, which was familiar to the ancient Church and was restored by the Reformed Church. Hence, it seems to me 
that it would be wise if its observance were reduced to the cycle of Easter (from Septuagesima or Ash Wednesday to 
Pentecost) and that of Christmas (from the first Sunday in Advent to Epiphany) so as to allow in the intervals and with 
renewed authorization year by year, the abandonment of the lectio selecta in favour of the lectio continua” (Von 
Allmen, Worship, 235). 

68 McKie, “Reformed Worship in the Sixteenth Century,” 18. 
69 McKee, John Calvin: Writings on Pastoral Piety, part four and prayers in part three. 
70 McKie, “Reformed Worship in the Sixteenth Century,” 18. 
71 “We understand whatsoever men, by laws, councils, or constitutions have imposed upon the conscience of 

men, without the expressed commandment of God’s Word; such as vows of chastity , forswearing of marriage, binding 
of men and women to several and disguised apparels, to the superstitious observation of fasting days, difference of 
meat for conscience sake, prayer for the dead, and keeping of holy days of certain saints commanded by man, such as 
be all those that the Papists have invented, as the feasts, as they term them, of apostles, martyrs, virgins, of Christmas, 
circumcision, epiphany, purification, and other fond feasts of our Lady. Which things, because in God’s Scriptures they 
neither have commandment nor assurance, we judge utterly to be abolished from this realm; affirming farther, that the 
obstinate maintainers and teachers of such abominations ought not to escape the punishment of the civil magistrate” 
(From the Church of Scotland’s “Book of Discipline” [1560]. Quoted in Johnson, Sacraments and Worship, 398.) 

72 “Festivall days, vulgarly called Holy daies, having no warrant in the Word of God, are not to be continued. 
Neverthelesse, it is lawfull and necessary upon speciall emergent occasions, to separate a day or daies for Publique 
Fasting or Thanksgiving, as the severall eminent and extraordinary dispensations of Gods providence shall administer 
cause and opportunity to his people” (Quoted in Johnson, Sacraments and Worship, 398). 

73 Question 103 asks, “Q. What is God’s will for you in the fourth commandment?” The Answer comes in 
these two parts. “A. First, that the gospel ministry and education for it be maintained,1 and that I, especially on the 
Sabbath, that is, on the day of rest, diligently frequent the Church of God to hear His Word, to use the sacraments, 
publicly to call upon the Lord, and contribute to the relief of the poor, as becomes a Christian. Secondly, that all the 
days of my life I cease from my evil works, and yield myself to the Lord, to work by His Holy Spirit in me; and thus 
begin in this life the eternal Sabbath.” To see this in the context of other Reformed Confessions (especially WCF 21.7–
8), see Beeke and Ferguson, Reformed Confessions Harmonized, 148–53. 
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Methodists” because they are “as at present answering no valuable end.”74 His Collects include four 
Sundays in Advent, Christmas, the Sunday before Easter, Good Friday, Easter, the Sunday after Easter, 
Ascension Sunday and the Sunday after it, Trinity Sunday, and then the twenty-five Sundays after 
Trinity.75 

This weekly, Sunday-based orientation toward time expressed a vital distinction between Puritan 
and Anglican senses of time. “As we take into account the centrality of the weekly calendar in the 
Reformation moment as the cornerstone of daily, weekly, and annual calendar structures,” Allen writes, 
“we cannot but notice this basically eschatological, rather than historical, theological definition of what a 
calendar, the marking of time, is all about. ‘Contradictory’ indeed: a futuristic calendar!”76 Similarly, 
Horton Davies writes, “The Puritan calendar was prospective rather than retrospective. This 
Sabbatarianism celebrated the Creation in which God rested on the seventh day, and looked forward to the 
Christian’s future well-earned rest in eternity.”77 

This distinction is a key to understanding the difference between high-church and low-church 
spirituality as expressed in the calendar. As Horton Davies writes, “For the Anglican, then, the heart of 
piety was devout meditation and adoration evoked by contemplation on the mysteries of the Divine 
revelation concentrated in the saga of Christ’s life.” By contrast, the Puritans “had little interest in the 
historic drama of the past, only with the civil war of the soul in the present, in which Christ fought with 
Satan for possession. Theirs was not so much an imitation of Christ, as Anglican piety was, but a 
recapitulation in themselves of the story of Everyman Adam, from temptation and fall, through 
reconciliation, restoration, and renewal.”78 

Perhaps the clearest distillation of Reformed perspective on the relationship between Christian 
worship and ceremonies is found in the writings of John Owen. Ryan McGraw’s study of Owen’s liturgical 
philosophy summarizes, “A proper relationship to God through Christ means that genuine worshipers 
neither need nor demand elaborate ceremonies and external beauty. They desire only to come to the 
Father through the Son.”79 Thus, “Unity in gospel worship does not reside in an imposed liturgy, but in the 

 
74 From Wesley’s letter dated September 9, 1784, bound together with his The Sunday Service. 
75 Johnson, Sacraments and Worship, 400–1. 
76 Allen, “Calendar and Lectionary,” 394. 
77 Davies, Like Angels from a Cloud, 83. Without plugging my own dissertation, one way to understand this 

tension is to note that the Church of England highlighted the “Already” aspects of Christ’s inaugurated kingdom while 
the Puritans were concerned with the “Not Yet” aspects. See Matthew Westerholm, “‘The Hour Is Coming and Is Now 
Here’: The Doctrine of Inaugurated Eschatology in Contemporary Evangelical Worship Music” (PhD diss., The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, 2016), ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

78 Davies, Worship and Theology in England, 1:68. “The Puritan was not oblivious to the major events in the 
life of Christ, but the birth he cared for was the rebirth of the soul, his own regeneration. The crucifixion he bothered 
about was the crucifixion of the old Adam in him by the power of the new Adam, [69] Christ. The Christian life was 
not for him the recapitulation of the main events in the life of Christ as it was for Anglican piety, so that in him the 
Biblical promise, ‘if we suffer with Him, we shall reign with Him” is fulfilled. Rather, for the Puritan, life was a struggle 
against the forces of Satan under the orders of Christ the captain of salvation, together with Christ’s elect” (Davies, 
Worship and Theology in England, 1:68–69). 

79 Ryan G. McGraw, A Heavenly Directory: Trinitarian Piety, Public Worship and a Reassessment of John Owen's 
Theology (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014), 74.  

My thanks to Ryan Shelton who pointed me toward several fabulous sources on this theme, including the 
delightful George Gillespie, “A dispute against the English-popish ceremonies, obtruded vpon the Church of Scotland 
Wherein not only our ovvne argumemts [sic] against the same are strongly confirmed, but likewise the ansvveres and 
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unity that believers have in their common interest in the Holy Spirit.”80 This is not to say that the 
Reformers jettisoned all external enculturation as they worshiped, but simply that they distinguished 
between the necessary yet insufficient enculturation of culture and the essential spiritual nature of 
Christian worship. Again, McGraw summarizing Owen, “The primary difference between the religious 
affections of hypocrites and those of true believers is that the unregenerate love the external ordinances 
and duties of worship, while the regenerate delight in God’s ordinance only to the degree that they 
experience communion with God through them.”81  

Thus concludes part one, where we’ve considered how the Liturgical Year is not 
like textual criticism, where scholars sift through the evidence searching for the inerrant 
original. Indeed, recent scholarly work has uncovered a wide diversity of practices, 
including Sunday gatherings, Lent and Easter, Advent and Christmas, and the Saints 
Calendar. And, again, this is just the sort of diversity of practice that low-church people 
would expect to find. 
 

II. A CALL FOR A LOW-CHURCH “LITURGICAL” CALENDAR 
Now to part two. Given that Liturgical Calendar is not explicitly biblical, nor 

paleo-Orthodox, nor ubiquitously preserved, why should any Christian believer or any 
Christian community observe it? In a great ironic twist, this presentation does not seek to 
discourage people and churches from observing a Liturgical Calendar, but instead to 
celebrate a Christian Year that is more historically rooted, that is to say, more local—
more discipling of a particular people in a particular time. 

To make this argument, I would like to draw upon an unlikely source for Baptist 
worship practices—Augustine. I propose two different descriptions which Augustine 
gives for worship practices: universaliter and those which, on the contrary, are observed 
partiliter.82 Universaliter, as used by Augustine, refers to practices which the church 
observes around the world because they are commanded by Scripture and, a bit more 
complicated than we can get into here, the authoritative oral tradition of the apostles 
and councils. Here, Augustine is thinking of Scriptural norms of the Lord’s Supper and 
Baptism as well as church traditions such as Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost.83  

Practices that are partiliter, by contrast, refer to those that are observed with great 
variance from one region to another, and even from one church to another. One example 

 
defences of our opposites, such as Hooker, Mortoune ... Forbesse, &c. particularly confuted” ([Leiden]: Printed [by W. 
Christiaens], 1637). http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01760.0001.001  

80 McGraw, Heavenly Directory, 78. 
81 McGraw, Heavenly Directory, 121. Emphasis added. 
82 My thanks to Pier Fraco Beatrice, who article sent me down this rabbit hole (“Christian Worship” in 

Augustine through the Ages: an Encyclopedia, trans. Matthew O’Connell, ed. Allan D. Fitzgerald [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans], 160). 

83 ep. 54.1.1; bapt. 4.24.31; 5.23.31. 
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Augustine gives of partiliter involves his spiritual mentor, Ambrose. It was Ambrose who, 
while in Milan, did not fast, but regularly ate on Saturdays. However, when in Rome, he 
“did as the Romans do” and fasted on Saturday.84  

Partiliter allows for the defense and celebration of legitimate diversity of worship 
practices among local churches. This is not a license for liturgical novelty, for Augustine 
argues for the parameters of spiritual oversight (in his case, approval of a bishop) and 
even a preference for practices that have proven themselves useful for the spiritual 
progress of believers.85 

I find partiliter so much more helpful than the traditional term we use for such 
things: adiaphora. These are things pastors should not be “indifferent” to, even though 
they are not of universal importance to the small-C catholic church. They are local. They 
are partiliter. 

And so, following Augustine’s lead here, this paper argues for the partiliter 
celebration of a Christian calendar.86  

Pastors should evaluate local rhythms, seasons, and celebrations to determine 
what sort of response should be made. Is Super Bowl Sunday a worldly value that 
demands protest? Or is it an example of common grace to be celebrated? Is Halloween a 
celebration of pagan values to be protested? Maybe replaced by a Reformation Day 
Costume Party? Or is it a common grace of unusual community interaction to be 
celebrated? To stir something new into the pot, is a school’s summer vacation a worldly 
celebration of sloth and displacement? Or is it a common grace of a break to be mirrored 
by scale-backs in ministry and preaching?  

First, pastors ought to employ celebrations that mitigate weaknesses in their local 
church’s discipleship. For example, churches who might neglect the call to missions 
might be helped by an annual celebration of Lottie Moon. Churches unaware of the 
presence and work of the Holy Spirit might be helped by an annual celebration of 
Pentecost Sunday.  

Second, pastors should employ contrasting celebrations to protest worldly values. 
If a pastor worries that many former Roman Catholics in his congregation would be 
confused by a particular practice, he should adapt and “Lent it go.”87 However, if a pastor 

 
84 epp. 36.14.32; 54.2.3. Cited in Beatrice, “Christian Worship,” 160. 
85 epp. 54.2.2; 55.18.34. 
86 I find a very kindred spirit in the article by Daniel Hyde, “Not Holy but Helpful: A Case for the ‘Evangelical 

Feast Days” in the Reformed Tradition,” Mid-America Journal of Theology 26 (2015):131–149. 
87 This issue, ironically, is one of the main things that got Calvin exiled from Geneva. Though Calvin is 

famous for advocating for frequent celebration of the Lord’s Supper, he refused to offer communion on Easter 1538 
because of the mandate to follow the city of Bern’s example and use unleavened bread. See details in Bruce Gordon, 
Calvin (New Haven: Yale, 2009), 79–81. 
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worries his congregation might be overly sectarian or antagonistic toward the 
liturgically-minded church next door, he too may adapt. Perhaps the drive among many 
free-church thinkers toward ecumenical observances is fundamentalism fatigue.88 If every 
single theological and pastoral and cultural issue is of first-degree importance and 
requires second-degree separation, many churches will receive third-degree burns.  

Third, pastors should employ celebrations in recognition of common grace 
celebrations in their local community such as the feast and fast days Puritans used to 
highlight God’s providential work among them. One pastor might pray to begin a team’s 
sports contest, a town’s festival, or a school’s graduation. Another might refuse to do so. 
The decision is not unimportant, but it’s partiliter.  

The concept of partiliter highlights the role that local churches and local pastors 
ought to play in making these decisions. It’s positively Baptistic! In general, applying the 
concept of partiliter to the calendar means that local pastors should labor to neither 
blithely participate nor renunciate time-based celebrations. The pastoral task requires 
careful, culturally-alert consideration, prayerful, self-critical reflection, and Godward, 
biblically informed discernment. And the pastoral task is not a singular expression of that 
consideration and discernment, but an ongoing process that desires the church to be 
filled with all the fullness of God.89  

And that process ought to include thoughtful use of the fullness of time. Thank 
you. 

 
88 Consider how grievous John Owen found even the appearance of schism among true churches (A Discourse 

Concerning Evangelical Love, Church Peace, and Unity, 15:59-185). He would lament any low-church believers who may 
perhaps delight in divisions. Sobered, genuinely evangelical ecumenism is a treasure, and the calendar can be a tool in 
its promotion. 

89 Some of this closing section is paraphrased from John Piper, “Thoughts on Worship and Culture,” 
Septmeber 26, 1990. https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/thoughts-on-worship-and-culture 


