The Easter Cycle

The Easter Cycle is the heart of the Christian year, for it encompasses Jesus’ ministry, Last Supper, crucifixion, resurrection and ascension. The preparatory season leading up to Easter Sunday is called Lent. Lent begins forty days before Easter, excluding Sundays (on Sundays we always recall the resurrection, so they are set apart from the other days of Lent).  Unlike Christmas, Easter’s date changes year-to-year, so Lent can start as early as the first week of February or as late as the first week of March. 

We give ourselves a chance to get ready for Lent’s tone and practices of repentance and transformation by first letting ourselves go a little wild on Shrove Tuesday. From then until Easter Sunday, we engage in self-reflection aimed at renewing our relationships with God and one another. Below are some terms that we use at church during the Easter Cycle:
Mardi Gras, Carnival, Shrove Tuesday: The journey through Lent begins on the night before Ash Wednesday. This night is given different and inter-changeable names.  During the days when Europeans first began observing Lent, there was no refrigeration. As winter turned into spring, items such as milk, eggs, cheese and meat could not keep, and the spring harvest was not yet ready, so fasting became a matter of natural necessity.  


We continue this tradition of fasting today, as we clean the fat out of our cupboards and eat it all up on Mardi Gras,  the French term for “Fat Tuesday.”  We make pancakes, eat sweets and generally indulge our urge for extravagance on this night, as we prepare for a leaner season.  Lent is a time to do some “spring cleaning” in other areas of our lives as well. Whether it is too much TV, too many credit card purchases or simply too many activities on our calendars, Lent offers us the opportunity to trim down and spend time focused on our relationship with God.

We also refer to the day before Lent begins as Shrove Tuesday.  Shrove comes from the Old English word “shrive,” which means “confess.”  Centuries ago, people who made confession were “shrove.” As we prepare our hearts for Lent, we examine ourselves honestly and confess our sins. In some traditions, church members write down their confession on a piece of paper on Shrove Tuesday and at the end of the evening all the slips of paper are burned; the ashes are then used on Ash Wednesday. 


Another term used for this day is Carnival, which comes from the Italian word, “carnevale,” literally meaning “good-bye to meat.”  Various cultures celebrate Carnival in different ways, as is the case in New Orleans and Rio de Janiero. The custom of dressing up and wearing masks dates back as far as ancient Rome.  Carnival allows us to express the creative and vulnerable parts of ourselves before we begin our Lenten disciplines; it also gives us room to make fun of ourselves and our rules, lest we take ourselves too seriously.

Lent: The term “lent” comes from the Anglo-Saxon word, “lengten-tid,” or “lencten,” which means “springtime,” or “lengthening time.”  Lent was set apart as a time of fasting, prayer, penitence and almsgiving by the Council of Nicaea, in 325 A.D., and has been observed by Christians ever since.  

Originally the 40 days before Easter were meant to be a time of training for those who were preparing for baptism on Easter day; the church imposed strict disciplines on these Christians-in-training, including a daily fast until sunset and no bathing throughout Lent!  Over time, Lent has become a time for all Christians to examine their sins and seek to amend their lives through a commitment to transformative practices.  The liturgical color for Lent is purple, which respresents a time of penitence.

Lent is 40 days because Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness confronting temptation before he began his ministry.  Additionally, Moses spent 40 days on Mt. Sinai when he received the 10 Commandments, and the Hebrew people spent 40 years in the desert before reaching the Promised Land. Thus 40 is a significant period of time in the Biblical narrative.

Lent begins on Ash Wednesday and ends on Holy Saturday.  The 40 days do not include Sundays, because even during a time of reflection on our sins, each Sunday is “a little bit of Easter.”  However, throughout Lent we “say good-bye” to Alleluia (a cry of joy meaning “Praise the Lord!”); during this time we approach God with a more solemn voice, saying “Lord, have mercy.”
Ash Wednesday was established as an official church observance by Pope Gregory I in the 6th Century, and was decreed as the first day of Lent by Pope Urban II in 1099.  Ashes are a sign of penitence, dating back to the ancient Hebrews.  In the book of Jonah, for instance, the king of Ninevah puts on a sackcloth and sits in ashes as part of his confession (Jonah 3:6).  Jesus refers to the same practice in Matthew 11:21.  During the imposition of ashes in a traditional Ash Wednesday worship service, we are reminded of our mortality. The minister quotes from the very first book of the Bible, “remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” (Gen. 3:19)  Throughout the 40 days that follow, then, we remember the limitations of our flesh as well as the gift of the life God has given us—and as we ready our hearts for the good news of the resurrection, we strive to live as God intended.
Palm/Passion Sunday always takes place one week before Easter. On this day the church service begins with the story of Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a colt, as the crowds of followers spread cloaks and branches on the road before him. We then hear the wrenching story of Jesus’ betrayal, persecution and crucifixion. With this dramatic and emotional Sunday, Holy Week begins.

Holy Week marks the final week of Lent. During this time we have mid-week services that recall specific moments in Jesus’ passion, namely his Last Supper and his crucifixion.

Triduum, a Latin term that means “three days,” refers to the three-day series of worship services that lead to Easter Sunday. These three services, Maundy Thursday, Good Friday and the Great Vigil of Easter or Holy Saturday, are considered to be just one extended service. 
Maundy Thursday can be observed in several ways, but it always includes the story from the gospel of John in which Jesus gives his commandment, “love one another, just I have loved you.” (John 13:34) Maundy comes from the Latin word “mandate,” which means commandment; the commandment to love one another is the one we remember this night. We also remember that before Jesus died he washed his disciples’ feet and had a last supper with them, so we always celebrate communion and sometimes include foot washing in our Maundy Thursday service. Some churches hold a service of Tenebrae (meaning darkness or gloom), on Maundy Thursday. During this kind of service candles are lit and then extinguished one by one as the gospel is read; the sanctuary is then “stripped” of color and left in darkness.
Good Friday is the most solemn day in the whole Christian calendar, for on this day we mourn the death of Jesus on a cross. The name “Good” probably comes from the Anglo-Saxon term, “God’s Friday.” Before they called it “God’s Friday,” Anglo Saxons referred to it, perhaps more appropriately, as “Long Friday.” The Germans still use the phrase, der stille Freitag, Silent Friday.
 Good Friday services range in length and structure from a three-hour service beginning at noon to a thirty-minute service beginning at 5:30. Some services consist of meditations on the last seven words of  Jesus, while others include a simple reading of the crucifixion according to the gospel of John.
Holy Saturday or the Great Vigil of Easter is the day before Easter. Some churches hold a long service on the eve before Easter Sunday, during which the candles are re-lit, a series of scripture texts are read (including a reading of the resurrection), new members and infants are baptized and the eucharist is celebrated. 
Easter always comes on the Sunday after the full moon on or following March 21.  On this day we affirm our greatest statement of faith, “Jesus lives!” The term Easter is thought to derive from the Anglo-Saxon word “Eastre,” a spring goddess. Some countries use the original term, Pascha (Passover), since the crucifixion took place at the time of the Jewish Passover.  Just as the Jews celebrate their deliverance from slavery, Christians celebrate our deliverance from sin and death. Easter is the end of the Triduum and the beginning of the Great Fifty Days.
The Great Fifty Days or Eastertide is the oldest season of the church year, spanning from Easter Sunday to Pentecost. These days give church members the chance to experience “the freedom, expansiveness and boundlessness of resurrection life.”
 During this time we hear gospel accounts of Jesus’ resurrection appearances and sing “alleluia” (“praise God!” repeatedly in our services. As opposed to the strict disciplines of Lent, tradition has it that during Eastertide we never fast—we do not even kneel to pray! All our actions should reflect the joy of resurrection life.
Ascension Thursday is observed forty days after Easter, because in the Acts of the Apostles Jesus ascends to heaven forty days after the resurrection. 
Pentecost Sunday is the fiftieth day after Easter. Pentecost literally means “fiftieth.” On this day we celebrate the descent of the Holy Spirit onto the disciples “like tongues of fire,” as recorded in Acts 2. We regard Pentecost as the day that the church began, for after the Holy Spirit filled the disciples they began to spread the news of God’s love in Christ far and wide. Christians borrowed the practice of Pentecost from the Jews, who  celebrated  Shavuot or Spring Festival, and the Giving of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai fifty days after Passover. Thus Pentecost can be considered the day on which both the Jewish and Christian religions were founded.

Symbols There are many symbols associated with the Biblical stories we hear during the Easter Cycle.
Lent and Holy Week:

Ashes—Mortality, sorrow and repentance
Palm Branch—Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem 

Basin and Towel—the foot washing (and love) Jesus gave his disciples

Cup—wine served at the Last Supper; forgiveness

Moneybag and coins—Judas’ betrayal of Jesus, for money

Rooster—Peter’s betrayal “before the cock crows three times”

Nails—the suffering that Jesus endured for our sake
Crown of Thorns—Christ’s suffering and humiliation

Robe and Dice—the soldiers rolled dice to gamble for Christ’s robe

Easter:
Cross—Jesus’ sacrifice and also a sign of the resurrection

Butterfly—new life and resurrection

Egg—new life and resurrection
Fish—letters of the Greek word for fish are the first letters for “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.” Early Christians, fearful of persecution, used the fish symbol to identify themselves to one another.

Pentecost:
Flames—the tongues and fire of the Holy Spirt

Dove—Holy Spirit

Swirled Lines—the wind of the Holy Spirit
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