
 

UNLYC = Universal Norms for Liturgical Year and Calendar, 1969.  CDWDS = Congregation for Divine Worship and 
Discipline of Sacraments. “1988” = Circular Letter from CDWDS in 1988 about Holy Week and Triduum liturgies.  

“The fifty days from the  
Sunday of the Resurrection 

to Pentecost Sunday 
are celebrated 

in joy and exultation 
as one feast day, 

indeed as one ‘great Sunday.’ 

“These are the days 
above all others in which 

the Alleluia is sung.” 
UNLYC 22-24 

The Easter Season   The Great Fifty Days 
Mass Plus  Series on Liturgical Year 9 St. Veronica Church   E. Besl 

 

1.  The Great Fifty Days 

 “Prolongs” Easter through the whole Season.   1988, n100  

 These Sundays have “precedence over all feasts of the Lord 
and over all solemnities.”   1988, n101 

 A week of weeks (7 x 7 + 1) Easter Sun to Pentecost Sun. 

o “Pentecost” in Greek  =  50th. 

o Jewish Feast of Weeks, Harvest.  Giving Torah to Moses. 

 Longer than 40 days of Lent! 

 White vestments on 1st-7th.   Red on Pentecost Sunday. 

 

2.  The Fifty Days in 3rd-4th Centuries 

 2nd-3rd centuries:  Pentecost is a period of 50 days. 

o Easter Sunday no more importance than other 49. 

 Joy in resurrection, ascension, outpouring of Holy Spirit, founding of church.  Symbol of eternity. 

o Not separate episodes, but facets of one mystery of Jesus’ exaltation as Lord.  (P. Regan p195) 

 Like Lord’s Day, no kneeling or fasting.   Sing Alleluia. 

o Pray standing in confidence in presence of Risen Lord, gift of Holy Spirit. 

o No fast: bridegroom is w them (Mk 2:19).  Eat & drink w Risen Lord thru 50 days (Acts 10:41). 

o Sing Alleluia now, as will do in heaven for eternity (Rev 19:1,3,47).  Reveals kingdom on earth. 

 

3.  Changes to the Fifty Days at End of 4th Century  

 Pentecost 

o C. 350 CE:  50th day is about both ascent of Lord into heaven & descent of Spirit to earth. 

o But after 381, 50th day is only about bestowal of Holy Spirit.  Pentecost now a day, not 50 days. 

o 381: First Council of Constantinople declares divinity of Holy Spirit. 

 Ascension 

o With 50th day now a separate feast after 381, 40th also.  Becomes commemoration of Ascension. 

 

4.  Effects of Late 4th c. Changes 

 Great Fifty Days deprived of their traditional name, Pentecost. 

 Doctrine is so crucial to orthodox belief, takes attention from 50 days. 

o Period loses importance. 

o Doctrines such as:  Son equal to Father;  Spirit equal to Father & Son. 

 Divides 50 days into two parts. 

o Jesus’ 40-day fast is compared to 40 days of eating with disciples. 

o So counterpart of Lent is not Great 50 Days, but 40.  So Ascension closes Paschal Season.   

o Ascension leads to 10-day period of prep for Pentecost,  

 not as part of Easter time but an independent feast. 

o Pentecost grows steadily more prominent, almost equals Easter.   Fast day before, Vigil, Octave.  



 

Most of the history is from Patrick Regan, OSB, “The Fifty Days and the Fiftieth Day, Worship 55 May 1981, 194-218. 

5.  Reformed Calendar of 1969  (after Vatican Council II) 

 Retained feast days of Ascension and Pentecost.  But wanted to restore 50 Days to early status. 
o Presented in document right after Triduum.  Shows importance, connection to Triduum. 
o Easter Sunday no longer just the end of Lent, but inaugurates new longer joyous period. 
o Uses “tempus paschale” (Easter Season) but also repeats “fifty days” in doc, antiphons, prayers. 

 Now Sundays of Easter (adopt from Byzantine).  Pre-Vat II:  Sundays after Easter.  Easter is 50 days. 

 Paschal candle remains till Pentecost.  “Sign of the Crucified One who still lives and pours forth his 
Spirit into the Church through his glorious wounds.”  (P. Regan p216) 

 Pentecost Sunday concludes season, gift of Spirit as culmination of paschal mystery. 

 But weekdays from 40th day to Sat before Pentecost remain prep for coming of Spirit.   UNLYC 26 

 

6.  Time of Mystagogy for Newly Baptized 

 Pre-Vatican II:  week after Easter named in albis, from ancient neophytes wearing white robes. 

 “The neophytes are …  introduced into a fuller and more effective understanding of the mysteries 
through the Gospel message and above all through their experience of the sacraments.” RCIA 245 

 “Through [this period] the neophytes, with the help of their godparents, should experience a full 
and joyful welcome into the community and enter into closer ties with the other faithful.  The 
faithful, in turn, should derive from it a renewal of inspiration and outlook.”   RCIA 246   

 “Main setting” for mystagogy is Easter Season Sunday Masses.  May use Year A readings. RCIA 247 
 

“For adults who have received Christian initiation 
during the Easter Vigil the whole of this period is 
given over to mystagogical catechesis. …  
Intercession should be made in the Eucharistic 
Prayer for the newly baptized throughout the 
Easter octave in all places.”   1988 n102 

“Throughout the Easter season the neophytes should be 
assigned their own special place among the faithful.  
All neophytes should endeavor to participate at Mass along 
with their godparents. In the homily and, according to local 
circumstances, in the general intercessions mention should 
be made of them.”  1988 n103 

  Children may receive first Communion on a Sunday of Easter.  1988 n103 

 

7.  Mystagogy – Unfolding the Meaning of the Sacraments  
 Only time that Sunday Reading 1 is from New Testament.  Acts of Apostles. 

 Reading 2 Year A from 1 Peter, about mystery of baptism. 

 Gospel 2nd ABC:  Risen Christ appears in midst 1st day of week.  = Eucharist! 

 Gospel 3rd A,C:  Emmaus;  Jesus invites disc to “Come and dine.” = Eucharist! 

 

8.  Some Current Practices 

 Sprinkling Rite -- option for Penitential Act on Sundays. 

 Ascension is celebrated on 7th Sunday of Easter in Ohio, much of USA.   

“God of everlasting mercy, 

who in the very recurrence of the paschal feast 

kindle the faith of the people you have made your own, 

increase, we pray, the grace you have bestowed, 

that all may grasp and rightly understand 

in what font they have been washed, 

by whose Spirit they have been reborn, 

by whose Blood they have been redeemed.” 

Collect, 2
nd

 Sunday of Easter 

Past event in life of Christ (Bible) 

Now real and effective in present (liturgy) 

“The Ascension of Christ your Son  

is our exaltation, and,  

where the Head  

has gone before in glory,   

the Body  

is called to follow in hope.”   
Collect, Ascension 

 


