
UNLYC = Universal Norms for the Liturgical Year and the Calendar, 1969.  UNLYC 1 quotes Vatican II Liturgy 
Constitution, chapter 5 on Liturgical Year, nn 102, 105. 

The Liturgical Year   
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1.  What is the Liturgical Year?   

See the quote in the box: 

 Practice of observing special days and times.  

 Annual days and seasons, but begins with the week – Sunday. 

 Annual:    I)  Seasons and Feasts of the Lord     II)  Saints’ feasts. 

 
2.  Why do we observe feasts and seasons? 

 We keep the church year, the year keeps us.   Keeps us Christian. 

 Purpose  =  Formation of the faithful.  

 We “enter into” the liturgical year – we participate in. 

 Keeping the liturgical year keeps our eyes on Christ.  

   

3.  Compare with Human Experience 

 We naturally do this: observe special days which call to mind or 
reinforce what is always a reality.  

 Special acts and words on special days make explicit what often gets 
lost in the day-to-day life.  E.g.  birthdays, anniversaries. 

 

4.  Vatican II reform:  Christ is the center 

 Remembering “Christ’s saving work” -- 1st phrase.  [see quote in box] 

 Paschal mystery – what all liturgy is about. 

o Before reform, stress on Christ’s death as salvific. 

o Death & resurrection were two distinct acts, not one mystery. 

o Reform -- Paul VI:  “… criteria for its revision was … to give 
clearer expression to the truth that Christ’s paschal mystery is 
the center of all liturgical worship.” 1 

 Before reform – accumulated lots of saints’ days 

o Multiplied, encroached on seasons  

o Now “Proper of Time” has priority over “Proper of Saints” 

 “Proper” = prayers and ceremonies proper to that feast, for 
Mass and Liturgy of the Hours  

 “Time” = seasons, feasts of the Lord. 
o new -- rank:   solemnity, feast, memorial , optional memorial 

 At heart of day, week, year is God’s greatest deed of salvation 

o day:   setting of sun and rising = Christ’s death and resurrection   
o week:  1st day of the week (Sunday) is day Jesus rose 
o year:   Paschal Triduum  (3 days of Easter) 
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“Christ’s saving work is 
celebrated in sacred 
memory by the Church on 
fixed days throughout the 
year.   

“Each week on the day 
called the Lord’s Day, the 
Church commemorates the 
Lord’s resurrection.   

“Once a year at Easter  
the Church honors this 
resurrection and passion 
with the utmost solemnity. 

“In fact through the yearly 
cycle the Church unfolds 
the entire mystery of 
Christ and keeps the 
anniversaries of the saints. 

“During the different 
seasons of the liturgical 
year, the Church, in accord 
with traditional discipline, 
carries out the formation 
of the faithful by means of 
devotional practices, both 
interior and exterior, 
instruction, and works of 
penance and mercy.”  

(UNLYC 1, emphasis added) 



“The liturgical year is 
not a cold and lifeless 
representation of the 
events of the past, or a 
simple and bare record 
of a former age.  

“It is rather Christ 
himself who is ever 
living in His Church…. 
These mysteries are 
ever present and 
active among us.”    

Pope Pius XII,  
Mediator Dei n165, 1947 

 

5.  Christ’s Active Presence in Liturgy 

 Vatican Council II:  Christ present and active in liturgy. 

 Paschal mystery is present and effective in liturgy. 

 Redemptive work of Christ is accomplished in liturgy. 

 Mystery of salvation is present;  past is “actualized.”   

 By observing feasts and seasons, we are sacramentally drawn into the 
one mystery of Jesus Christ.  

 

6.  Past Events Effective in Present 

 Often think of feasts and seasons as scenes from life of Jesus. 
o Like acting out a play, for people to watch.  Nostalgia.  Theater. 

 But liturgical year is not historical, about the past.  
o Not reenact, not relive the past events.  Not mental trip to the past. 
o Not just anniversary of events.  Not a reminder of past. 

 Liturgical year is not a serial about Christ’s life. 
o Instead, it is a participation in Christ’s life so that we may be drawn into redemption. 

 Events signified are past, happened once. 
o but reality of God’s saving work is always present . 

 Cf. Bible:  God’s work evident in past events continues, e.g. return from Exile is a new Exodus. 
o Old Testament is continued in New,  Bible continued in the liturgy. 
o Exsultet:  “This is the night…”  = passover, Exodus, 40 years in desert, resurrection, baptism. 

 
7.  Remembering Past for Sake of Future 

 “For the [early church], the liturgical year is not an edifying commemoration of the past, but a 
making real in the present for the sake of a future.” 2  

 “The church calendar is not simply a list of feasts and commemorations celebrated on specific 
dates.  It is more like an itinerary, … a journey toward salvation that we experience today.” 3 

 “In this view, then, we are part of a history that we both continue and bring to completion.  …        
In [the early church’s] eyes, every celebration meant an actual presence of the mystery of Christ, 
who continues the history of the Old Testament in the New and in the ongoing present.” 4  

 Liturgical year is not an escape from this world.  Instead, it “develops a spirituality of responsibility, 
of acting to bring about the reign of God, its peace, justice and joy in a world that is never without 
meaning, into our own historical time.” 5 

 
8.  Time is Sacramental 

 Church year is sacramental:   sign and instrument. 

o Sacrament:  signifies,  and   achieves what it signifies, causes precisely by signifying. 

o Feasts & seasons show us what it means to be Christian, to follow Christ; and give us grace do it. 

o Particular days celebrate what we are to be “always and everywhere.”   

                                                           
2
 Adrian Nocent, The Liturgical Year, Vol 1, Liturgical Press, 1977, p16  (Revised by Paul Turner and republished, 2014) 

3
 Days of the Lord, Vol 1, Liturgical Press, 1991, p6 

4
 Days of the Lord, Vol 1, p16 

5
 Days of the Lord, Vol 1, p13 


