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LITURGICAL COLORS and SEASONS OF THE YEAR
As Celebrated in the Catholic Liturgy

By M. Peggy Lovrien

The Catholic Church marks time and space with the sacramental presence of Christ.  As baptized Catholics, we 
become the sacramental presence of Christ in daily life inviting others to embrace the behaviors and philosophy 
of Christ.  This is how we are missionaries in daily life.  

The Church helps us to deepen our baptismal call to be the presence of Christ in the world through its liturgy 
celebrated throughout the liturgical year.

Throughout the year, we use colors to mark the liturgical seasons.  We have done this since the 4th century.  We 
use the colors of Violet, White, Black, Red, and Green.

Let’s review how we use color to engage us in an annual renewal during the Year:

ADVENT is the beginning of the Liturgical Calendar.  During this season, we remember how our Jewish 
ancestors waited for the coming of the Messiah and looked forward to a time when he would lead as a king and 
bring and end to terror, injustice, poverty, and greed.  Just as our Jewish ancestors waited, so Mary waited for 
the birth of her child.  Waiting for someone special can happen any time of the day but all of us know what it is 
like to wait for the light of day.  Before the sun near the horizon, we can see in the sky a kind of violet hue that is 
between the pitch black of night and the light of day.  During the season of Advent, which is four weeks, we hand 
the color violet in our homes, the priest wears it on his body, and we see the color in many places in our parish.  
We are people who remember.  We do not forget.  We do that by recalling how our ancestors and Mary waited for 
the Messiah who would bring light to the world like the approaching light on a horizon after the dark of night.  
During Advent, we celebrate with the violet color.

CHRISTMAS is really on December 15th.  Christmas Eve is the night before the Holy Day for us.  As Judeo-
Christians, we begin our feasts at sunset the day before and that’s why we have Christmas Eve.  The color of 
Christmas for Christians is white, a color that lifts our spirits and makes us think of light.  We understand that 
when Jesus was born, we would no longer live in darkness but in the light.  Jesus is our light.  Christmas goes 
on for us until the feast of the Baptism of Jesus in the Jordan in January.  We sing Christmas carols starting on 
December 24, then, and ending in January and we see white on the priest, in the church, and in our homes.

ORDINARY TIME – Winter comes in January after the Baptism of the Lord.  During winter ordinary time, we 
reflect on how Jesus grew up in the household of Joseph and Mary, how he reflected on the scriptures and obeyed 
the voice of God his Father.  We see the priest wearing green, the color of growth, and we keep green in Church 
and in many places in the parish.

LENT begins with Ash Wednesday when we put ashes on our heads as a sign that we are to begin six weeks of 
concentration praying, forgiveness, acts of justice and care, and fasting.  We renew our practice of these acts to 
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help us to turn around our lives (convert them) and commit them again to the ways of Jesus, discipleship.  We 
see the priest wear purple; we see the color in Church, and in many places around the parish.  Purple, for us, 
reminds us of choosing to remember we need to live simply and work for peace in all aspects of life.  During the 
six weeks, about 40 days, we remember how our Jewish ancestors pass through the desert over 40 years as they 
moved from slavery to a new community.  During the 40 days, we are meant to move away from the behaviors 
that make us slaves to them such as alcohol, drugs, gluttony (too much food), a fixation on sports at the expense 
of family life, gambling, consumerism, and the like so that we can practice behaving like Jesus.  We fast to reflect 
on how little we really need in order to live and to practice solidarity with the poor.  If we mourn, we mourn 
because we have fallen short of living the life of light by living a life in darkness.

EASTER is the most important celebration of our year.  We see the bright color of white, which reminds us that 
the light of the world, Jesus, has resurrected from death.  We celebrate the hope of life after death for eight weeks 
and reflect on each Sacrament the seven weeks of the season:  Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Reconciliation, 
Sacrament of the Sick, Marriage, and Ordination.  We watch the Body of Christ come alive in our parish as every 
individual baptized in Christ takes on a ministry to strengthen parish community life.  Then we celebrate how 
our ministries explode in the earth as we carry the mission to Jesus.  We do that on the final day of Easter, called 
Pentecost.  The priest wears red then because the passionate fire of the Holy Spirit has gotten hold of us who are 
sent into the world to be missionaries and to change a world of chaos into a world of peace which is the way of 
the Kingdom of God.

ORDINARY TIME resumes after Pentecost and goes all through the summer and fall.  The color green, like the 
plants that grow and blossom during the summer, represents the power of growth.  The Gospels during this time 
encourage us to grow into a more convinced member of the Body of Christ. Catholics believe that conversion to 
the ways of Jesus is not a one-time event.  Conversion is an experience of daily growth and change.  We change, 
like the seed planted in the ground.  We have been planted in the life of the Church through baptism.  Like the 
seed, we change and grow into disciples and leaders who sprout the faith all around us through our Christian 
behavior.  Sometimes, like the green plant, we flower into more convinced leaders for the church and the world 
working to transform the earth into the Kingdom of God.  

Every year, we have the opportunity to grow stronger and stronger in our faith and the cycle of time, as marked 
by the Church’s Liturgical Calendar.  Now, you can look forward to a lifetime of conversion in the faith.


