
  

THE HOLIEST DAYS OF THE YEAR 

 



The Holiest Days of the Year 

No other span of time in the Christian year, not even the time of Christmas, is observed 
with such deep devotion among believers as the time of the year between Ash 
Wednesday and Easter.  The Bible's most important teachings--those that concern the 
suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus--are highlighted during these days.  More 
church services are held and more people attend these services than during any other 
time of the year.
To derive the highest benefit from these "holiest days of the year" keep three things in 
mind:
The resurrection of Jesus is the most important event in the Christian religion.  Over 
the span of 20 centuries the Church has reserved its noblest rites and highest ceremony 
for the Easter festival. 

For four hundred years after the resurrection, Easter was the day on which adult 
converts were baptized and brought into the Church.  Many of the customs that 
accompany Easter have their roots in the preparation of these adults for Holy Baptism. 

Think of Easter Sunday, therefore, as the zero on a kitchen timer.  Think of Ash 
Wednesday as the day on which the timer is set.  During all the days in between, the 
timer ticks and ticks, and the anticipation of Christians all over the world grows as 
they anticipate the moment at which the timer will ring and the feast will be ready! 

The Season of Lent 

The Christian Tradition 
In the earliest days of the Church's life, adults who came to believe in 
Jesus had to be ready to make enormous sacrifices.  They often had to 
give up their jobs, their families, even their lives, when they became 
Christians.  The instruction that preceded baptism was intense and 
involved, often lasting as long as three years. 

The most intense part of that instruction took place during the last weeks before their 
Easter baptism.  The catechumens (i.e., students; think of the word catechism) fasted 
and prayed for forty days--as Jesus did before he faced Satan's temptations in the 
wilderness.  The forty-day period of prayer and meditation became known as the 
Season of Lent.  Lent is an old English word for "spring."  In its original meaning, the 
word hardly catches the importance of this holy season.    



At Our Savior’s 
Baptisms are rarely performed on Easter Sunday anymore, but the Lutheran Church 
has maintained the Lenten season as a time for prayer and meditation on the priorities 
of the Christian faith.  Most Lutherans churches hold services during the middle of 
each of the six weeks of Lent at which they focus their attention on the events that led 
to Jesus' death and burial. For this reason, Lutherans often refer to Lent as the Passion 
Season. The mood of these Lenten midweek services is usually somber.  With quiet 
awe we remember the agony our Savior endured as he made up for our sins by his 
perfect life and innocent sufferings and death.  Lenten services at Our Savior’s are held 
on Wednesdays at 7:30 p.m. 

Ash Wednesday 

The Christian Tradition 
In the practice of the Church, Ash Wednesday, the first day of the Season of Lent, was a 
day for personal confession.  The mood of the day was severe: no organ music was 
played, the chancel was covered in black, the people knelt to confess their sins.  In 
imitation of the Old Testament practice of wearing sackcloth and ashes as a sign of 
repentance, many Christians participated in the rite for the Imposition of Ashes in 
which ashes mixed with oil were used to make a cross on the person's forehead; hence 
the name for the day, Ash Wednesday. 

At Our Savior’s
There was a sad time in the history of the Lutheran Church when Holy Communion 
was not thought to have much value.  The Sacrament was offered in many 
congregations only four times a year.  One of those times was Ash Wednesday--and 
everyone in the congregation went to Communion.  Communion on Ash Wednesday 
became a widely practiced Ash Wednesday custom in the Lutheran Church. 

Thankfully, most Lutherans have rediscovered the wonderful blessings of Holy 
Communion and include the Sacrament in worship on a regular basis.  This allows us 
to think about restoring some of the splendid traditions the Christian Church has 
attached to Ash Wednesday.  Worship at Our Savior’s 7:30 p.m. includes some of the 
austerity that marks this day as a day of sorrow and repentance.  The chancel bears the 
black paraments of sorrow, and a special order of confession and absolution is 
included in the service.  The service ends in a somber tone, during which worshipers 
remember the significance of the Savior's cross and the meaning of his passion and 
death.  With this reminder, we move forward into the days of Lent.  
  



The Sundays in Lent
The Christian Tradition
Counting back from Easter to Ash Wednesday will reveal a total of more than 40 days.  
That's because the Sundays aren't considered to be part of the Lenten season--they are 
Sunday in Lent but not Sundays of Lent.  Like every other Sunday of the year, the 
Sundays in Lent are "little Easters," days on which the Church remembers the victory 
of Jesus over Satan, death, and grave.  The first of those victory celebrations remembers 
Jesus' defeat of Satan in the wilderness.  On the First Sunday in Lent the Church sings, 
"Though devils all the world should fill, all eager to devour us, we tremble not, we fear 
no ill; they shall not overpower us." (Christian Worship 200) 

At Our Savior’s
The Sundays in Lent are quite similar to all the other Sundays of the Christian year, 
although the celebration is somewhat muted. We put aside the liturgy's primary song 
of praise.  We also eliminate the alleluias on the Sundays in Lent.  The alleluias are 
symbolically packed away on the Sunday before Ash Wednesday as the alleluia banner 
is carried out of church during the closing hymn.  On the Last Sunday after the 
Epiphany, the Festival of the Transfiguration of our Lord, worshipers at Our Savior’s 
sing:  

 Alleluia cannot always be our song while here below; 
 Alleluia our transgressions make us for a while forego. 
 For the solemn time is coming when our tears for sin must flow. 

 May our hymns be filled with longing--hear us, Holy Trinity-- 
 As we look to your blest Easter, here, and then eternally, 
 When we shall once more be singing alleluia joyfully! 

 



Holy Week 

Holy Week begins with Palm Sunday and ends with Easter Sunday.  During this week 
millions of Christians all over the world gather to praise and proclaim the most 
important of Jesus' words and works.  All eyes focus on the three most important days 
of the Christian year: Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and the Festival of the 
Resurrection.   

Palm Sunday 

The Christian Tradition
In Christian tradition, palms were carried in the procession on Palm 
Sunday, the first day of Holy Week.  Since the 8th century after Christ, 
children and adults have carried palm branches into church as they 
sang: 
 All Glory, laud, and honor to you, Redeemer, King,  
 To whom the lips of children made sweet hosannas ring. (Christian 
Worship 313) 

The real focus on this Sunday, however, was the reading of the Passion history, giving 
this day the title Passion Sunday.  There were no midweek Lenten services centuries 
ago, and so the story of the Savior's suffering and death from St. John's Gospel was 
read in church both on Passion Sunday and on Good Friday.  Services were held on 
every day of Holy Week, and devout churchgoers would have heard the Passion 
history according to St. Matthew on Monday, that of St. Mark on Tuesday, and of St. 
Luke on Wednesday.    

At Our Savior’s
Since our Lutheran church puts a major emphasis on midweek Lenten services, Palm 
Sunday worship at Our Savior’s focuses on the Savior's entry into Jerusalem.  With the 
children of Our Savior’s we join Christians through the ages in singing Hosanna--which 
means, Save us, Lord.   

Maundy Thursday
The Christian Tradition 

In the middle of Holy Week comes an important Christian festival, 
Maundy Thursday, sometimes called the Birthday of the Chalice.  It 
was on this night that Jesus gave his followers the special meal we 
call the Sacrament of Holy Communion.  On Maundy Thursday, we 
recall the Sacrament's beginnings and remember its great value for 



our lives: in, with, and under the bread and wine we receive the true body and blood 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, given and shed for the forgiveness of sins.  The word maundy 
seems to come from the Latin word mandatum meaning "command," and remembers 
words Jesus spoke to his twelve disciples after he washed their feet before the meal, "A 
new command I give to you: Love one another." 

At Our Savior’s
Holy Communion is offered at our church more than 50 times during the year, but we 
observe the Sacrament on Maundy Thursday at 7:30 p.m. with special ceremony.  The 
paraments for the service are purple, the liturgical color indicating Jesus’ royalty and 
passion.  

Good Friday
The Christian Tradition

Good Friday was not a good day for Jesus.  Not only did he suffer 
intense and excruciating physical pain, he also endured the pain 
that came with being separated from the love of his Father.  God the 
Father turned his back on his Son on Good Friday because Jesus 
stood in our place and carried our sins.  He, the perfect God-man, 
became sin for us that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God.  It is that work of Christ that makes this day Good Friday for 
us.   

Since the earliest days of its history, the Church has reserved its deepest solemnities for 
this day--and especially for the three hours, from noon to 3:00, when darkness covered 
the earth and the Savior endured his deepest agony.   

At Our Savior’s
At Our Savior’s two different services are held on Good Friday.  The service at 10:00 
a.m. takes worshipers to the bitterest depths of the cross.  The altar is covered in black 
gauze, the organ is muted, and the pastors wear black vestments.  This day and Ash 
Wednesday are the only days of the year on which the pastors do not vest in alb and 
stole.  At 7:30 p.m. worshipers gather for Tenebrae, a service of darkness. The lights are 
dimmed, signifying the loss of the light of the sun on Good Friday.  Worshipers enter 
and leave the church in silence, as Jesus' followers did as they approached and 
departed from the cross.  As we focus on the Seven Words Jesus spoke from the cross, 
candles are extinguished, symbolizing the life that ebbed slowly from the Savior's 
body.  Finally, as the church is in total darkness, a single candle is carried into the 
church and worshipers depart anticipating the celebration of the resurrection on Easter 
morning. 



The Festival of the Resurrection of Our Lord
The Christian Tradition

Victory is the cry of Easter!  The celebration in the early Christian 
Church began at midnight, and Christians gathered to keep vigil and 
to wait for the shout, "Christ is risen!"  The Church reserves its 
highest ceremony for Easter morning.  Many of the hymns and 
prayers we use have been used by Christians for centuries.  The 
Song of Praise returns, and it is a song especially for Easter--"This Is 
the Feast of Victory for Our God."  The alleluias return with vigor on 
Easter morning: 

    Jesus Christ is risen today,  Alleluia! 
    Our triumphant holy day, Alleluia! 
    Who did once upon the cross, Alleluia! 
    Suffer to redeem our loss.  Alleluia! 

At Our Savior’s
Two services are held at Our Savior’s on Sunday.  A sunrise service, which includes the 
celebration of Holy Communion, begins at 7:30 a.m.  The festival service follows at 
10:00 a.m.   A delicious Easter breakfast is served in the fellowship hall between the 
7:30 and 10:00 a.m. services.  

Easter worship at Our Savior’s includes many of the wonderful Christian traditions 
associated with the celebration of the resurrection.  We sing hymns of resurrection 
victory and call out the Easter alleluias. 

The large paschal candle symbolizes that the living Christ is among us.  The Paschal 
Candle is lit early in the morning on Easter Sunday and burns in the sanctuary 
whenever we gather for worship until the Festival of the Ascension. Even after the 
Easter season, the candle remains in our view, positioned near the baptismal font.  
Since it is Holy Baptism that unites us by faith to the risen Christ, the Paschal Candle is 
lit again whenever there is a baptism in our church.   

We proclaim the resurrection, and we praise the risen Christ!

Conclusion
We offer this booklet so that the members and guests of Our Savior’s may have a 
deeper understanding and appreciation of the ceremonies and customs that a part of 
the holiest days of the Christian year.  May these along with the words and promises of 
God lead us to a deeper faith in the crucified and risen Savior. 



Alleluia! He lives! 
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