
 

Sermon for the Epiphany, January 6, 2019 
Solemn Evensong 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year 1: Isaiah 52:7–10, Revelation 21:22–27; Jeremiah 31:1–6 

 
This is a calendar talk, mostly about how the calendar 
works between Christmas Day and Ash Wednesday, 
the First Day of Lent.  
 
Let’s start with a technical term: Octave. In the 
Christian West, an octave is an observance of eight 
days. An octave begins with a major feast. They 
disappeared in the first Book of Common Prayer 
(1549), reappeared in the 1552 Prayer Book, there 
were octaves for Christmas Day, Easter Day, and 
Ascension Day, and six days for Whitsunday 
(Pentecost)—the following Sunday being Trinity 
Sunday—and they are in the current 1662 Prayer Book 
of the Church of England. Our Protestant Episcopal 
Church 1789 and 1892 Prayer Books had all of these 
octaves and added one for All Saints’ Day. 
 
Though the word “octave” appears nowhere in the 
1979 Prayer Book, Easter Week octave, but one eight-
day observance survives: no commemoration can 
supplant the Easter Day, the Easter Week Weekdays, 
or the Second Sunday of Easter. This precedence is 
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also true of Holy Week. Because of the precedence of 
these weeks, with some regularity the Feast of the 
Annunciation is transferred to Monday after the 
Second Sunday of Easter. 
 
For us Americans, Christmas lost its octave, but it still 
has its twelve-day season. In the Roman Catholic 
Church everywhere and in the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America, the Christmas Season begins on 
Christmas Day but does not conclude until the Feast 
of the Baptism of Christ—which for Roman Catholics 
happens on a Monday sometimes—don’t ask. For us 
Episcopalians, Christmas season ends tonight and the 
Epiphany Season begins. For whatever reason, the 
present Prayer Book calls the Sundays after the 
Epiphany “Epiphany Season,” but it does not refer to 
the Sundays after Pentecost as “Pentecost Season.” 
Tomorrow the liturgical color is green. Unlike the 
Season after Pentecost, Epiphany Season has its own 
preface for Sundays and weekdays.  
 
There is one weekday commemoration at Saint Mary’s 
this week, Saturday is the commemoration of Aelred, 
abbot of the monastery of Rievaulx, the first Cistercian 
monastery in England, North Yorkshire, who died on 
January 12, 1167. That famous monastery was 
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suppressed in 1538 by Henry VIII. There were no 
“Lesser Feasts” in our American Prayer Books until 
1979. 
 
Curiously, until the 1928 Prayer Book was adopted, 
there was no provision for a collect and lessons for the 
Second Sunday after Christmas Day, even though four 
out of every seven years has a Second Sunday after 
Christmas Day. I honestly don’t know what people 
used—even here at Saint Mary’s. I discovered that 
until the fall of 1931, the “programs,” as they were 
called, only listed the music sung by the choir and the 
texts of the hymns. After that, if the collect and 
lessons were in the Prayer Book, the programs gave 
the page number.  
 
(For the record, the three-year lectionary of the 1979 
Prayer Book put an end to printing the lessons in the 
book. The Standing Liturgical Commission estimated 
that including the lessons would add 540 pages to a 
book that was already proposed to be 1,001 pages1—
which was the final length.) 
 

                            
1 Charles P. Price, Prayer Book Studies 29: Introducing the Draft Proposed Book (New York: 
Church Hymnal Corporation, 1976), 22. 
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I continue to monitor the omissions that are made in 
the lectionaries for Sunday and Feast Day Masses, for 
weekday masses and commemorations, and in the 
Daily Office. When we lengthen or rearrange readings 
to hear more, I explain why in a note on our lectionary 
pages that we use. 
 
We only do Benediction at Epiphany Evensong when 
January 6 is a Sunday. I discovered this afternoon that 
the last time this happened we repeated the Old 
Testament lesson in the morning for Evensong—so I 
grabbed a lesson from the Second Sunday of 
Christmas, which I hope works. 
 
My favorite short text for the whole season is the 
Latin antiphon for the first Sunday after Christmas 
Day. In English it reads, “While gentle silence 
enveloped all things, and night was in the midst of her 
course, your all-powerful Word, O Lord, came down 
from heaven, from your royal throne.” A wonderful 
antiphon for Christmas and beautiful words for this 
night of Epiphany. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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