
Easter for Christians is not just one day, but rather a 50-day 
period. The season of Easter, or Eastertide, begins at sunset 
on the eve of Easter and ends on Pentecost, the day we cele-
brate the gift of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the Church.

Easter is also more than just an extended celebration of the 
resurrection of Jesus. In the early church, Lent was a season 
for new converts to learn about the faith and prepare for 
baptism on Easter Sunday. The initial purpose of the 50-day 
Easter season was to continue the faith formation of new 
Christians.

Today, this extended season gives us time to rejoice and 
experience what it means when we say “Christ is Risen.” 
It’s the season when we remember our baptisms and recog-
nize that through this sacrament we are incorporated into 
Christ’s mighty acts of salvation.

THE EASTER SEASON

The story of the two disciples walking 
to Emmaus is the story of Easter in 
microcosm. The two disciples feel alone in 
the aftermath of Christ’s death and perhaps 
abandoned by the God who allowed such 
an incomprehensible injustice. Soon they 
are joined by a stranger who explains the 
scriptures to them. As they talk, they feel 
a sense of bonding and hope, but they do 
not yet recognize the Lord. Finally, when 
they stop for a meal, their eyes are opened 
in a eucharistic experience, “We knew him 
in the breaking of the bread.” 

The story of Emmaus is also the story of 
the Church. The deep sense of absence felt 
by the two disciples is dramatically filled 
by the risen Lord: “Were not our hearts 
burning within us while he was talking to 
us on the road?” Yet, that visible presence 
is short-lived: “He vanished from their 
sight.” Hindsight affords us the luxury 
of knowing the clear eucharistic import 
of this disappearance. As the risen Lord 
“vanishes” from physical earthly existence, 
we become the body of Christ on earth. 
The community of faith remembers the 
Lord who makes himself present and visible 
again when we celebrate the Eucharist and 
go out to witness the good news. 

A Journey to Emmaus
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THE HISTORY
OF EASTER

Easter is the celebration of Christ’s res-
urrection, the culmination of Christ’s 
mission and the foundation of our 
faith. Easter is also the oldest Christian 
holiday, one that Pope Leo I regarded as 
the greatest feast of the liturgical year, 
a conviction that has since been widely 
embraced. As St. Paul wrote, “If Christ 
has not been raised, then your faith has 
been in vain” (1 Cor 15:14).

St. Bede suggests that word Easter could 
be related to Estre, an ancient goddess 
of spring. The more common term for 
Easter was the Latin Pasch or Passover. 
Easter was the Festa Paschalia, a name 
that is plural because Easter is not just a 
one-day event but includes seven more 
days of celebration (called the Easter 
octave). The name Easter is also related 
to the German word for east, ostern, 
where the sun rises. So the associations 
of light from the rising sun and the new 
life of spring naturally carry over to our 
celebration of new life through Christ.

The fixing of the date of Easter was 
complex and somewhat controversial. 
To the members of the early Church, 
every Sunday was regarded as a cel-
ebration of the resurrection. When it 
was determined to single out one day 
to highlight the feast, there was dis-
agreement as to the proper date. Some 
Christians, including St. Irenaeus and 
St. Polycarp, felt it should coincide 
with the Jewish Passover, which was de-
termined by the lunar calendar, while 
others preferred the Sunday celebration 
date that eventually prevailed when the 
Council of Nicaea in AD 325 deter-
mined that Easter is to be celebrated 
on the first Sunday following first full 
moon that occurs on or after the spring 
(vernal) equinox. 

MASS READINGS
FOR THE EASTER SEASON 2019

Easter Sunday: Acts 10:34a, 37-43 • Ps 118:1-2, 16-17, 22-23
Col 3:1-4 or 1 Cor 5:6b-8 • Jn 20:1-9

2nd Sunday: Acts 5:12-16 • Ps 118:2-4, 13-15, 22-24
Rev 1:9-13, 17-19 • Jn 20:19-31

3rd Sunday: Acts 5:27-32, 40b-41 • Ps 30:2, 4, 5-6, 11-12, 13
Rev 5:11-14 • Jn 21:1-19

4th Sunday: Acts 13:14, 43-52 • Ps 100:1-3, 5 
Rev 7:9, 14b-17 • Jn 10:27-30

5th Sunday: Acts 14:21-27 • Ps 145:8-13 
Rev 21:1-5a • Jn 13:31-35

6th Sunday: Acts 15:1-2, 22-29 • Ps 67:2-3, 5-6, 8 
Rev 21:10-14, 22-23 • Jn 14:23-29

Solemnity of the Ascension of the Lord
 Acts 1:1-11 • Ps 47:2-3, 6-7, 8-9

Eph 1:17-23 or Heb 9:24-28; 10:19-23 • Lk 24:46-53
7th Sunday: Acts 7:55-60 • Ps 97:1-2, 6-7, 9

Rev 22:12-14, 16-17, 20 • Jn 17:20-26
Pentecost: Acts 2:1-11 • Ps 104:1, 24, 29-31, 34 

1 Cor 12:3b-7, 12-13 or Rom 8:8-17
Jn 20:19-23 or Jn 14:15-16, 23b-26

From the “great Alleluia!” at the Easter Vigil through the end of the 
Easter season at Pentecost, “Alleluia!” is the signature chant for the 
Easter celebration.“These above all others are the days for the singing 
of the Alleluia!,” says the U.S. Bishops’ Committee on the Liturgy.

Indeed, on most days of the year, the festive Easter acclamation “Alle-
luia!” is used— the only exception is in Lent. “We are an Easter people 
and “Alleluia!” is our song,” is Augustine’s oft-quoted phrase.

Alleluia! (from the Hebrew hallelujah meaning “Praise God”) appears 
frequently in the Psalms, and in the early Church became part of the 
liturgy. In Chapter 19 of Revelation, “Alleluia!” is the first and the last 
word of the glorious “heavenly liturgy” coming from the mouths of the 
“great multitude” (19:1, 6), and “the twenty-four elders and the four 
living creatures” (19:4).

The double “Alleluia!” with its ancient chant that closes the Mass in 
the Easter season is hauntingly beautiful to many who hear it for the 
first time.

“Alleluia!” is the refrain in most traditional Easter hymns, including 
the rousing “Jesus Christ is risen today.” The “Alleluia!” is part of all 
Sunday and daily Masses (except in Lent) by virtue of the Alleluia or 
Gospel Verse. “Alleluia! Alleluia!” is sung before a short Scripture text 
suggesting the theme of the upcoming Gospel is sung; then a final “Al-
leluia!” is sung.

Alleluia!
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