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Epiphany and Pre-Lent  
 

     The season of Epiphany began on 6 January with both a culmination and a beginning.  The actual feast day  

concludes our Christmastide imagery with the visit of the three kings (Magi, Astrologers, Kings, or what have 

you!), manifesting Christ’s glory to the Gentile world.  Epiphany’s falling 12 days after Christmas is seen in 

such diverse places as Shakespeare’s play “Twelfth Night” and in the popular song “The 12 Days of 

Christmas”, and many of us leave our Christmas decorations intact until 6 January (also known in some cultures 

as “little Christmas”).  This finale to Christmas is also the start of the Epiphany season, traditionally marked by 

three events:  the visitation of the Wise Men, Christ’s baptism by St. John Baptist in the Jordan river, and Jesus’ 

first miracle of turning water into wine at the marriage in Cana.  The most topical of our hymns celebrate the 

Gospel for the feast day itself, with such favorites as “From the eastern mountains” (particularly descriptive, 

that one!), “As with gladness men of old” and “Brightest and best of the stars of the morning”, this last 

analogizing the star over Bethlehem with Jesus, the “bright and morning star”.  Detailed examination of these 

great texts show that they not only comment on aspects of the events themselves, but further exhort the believer 

to be drawn to Christ as the Wise Men were drawn to the Star.    

     The official Epiphany season is concluded by singing the hymn “Alleluia, song of gladness” on the final 

Sunday after Epiphany, this year falling on 6 February. This great medieval text was translated in the nineteenth 

century by the Anglican priest and scholar John Mason Neale, and its words speak of the eternal city of 

Jerusalem, and the perpetual joy of singing “Alleluia”, both within its walls and in anticipation of its return to 

earth in heavenly form.  In the midst of this exaltation, however, it also refers to us as “mourning exiles” who 

“for a time give o’er”, an elegant analogy of our entering into the Lenten season fast approaching   In four 

powerful stanzas we are brought from the extrovert beauty of the Christmas/Epiphany season into a final 

preparation for Lent; in essence, our focus is redirected in a manner both elegant and simple, a kind of brief 

synopsis of the upcoming Pre-Lent season.   

      Just as Epiphany culminates Christmas and yet also begins its own season, the ending of the Epiphany 

season also ushers in a transition of its own as well, which we call the Pre-Lenten season.  This consists of the 

three Sundays before Ash Wednesday, and serve as a way to transition out of the Christmas/Epiphany focus and 

move into a Lent/Easter mindset.  Each Sunday marks the progress toward Easter, being respectively 70, 60, 

and 50 days prior to our Easter celebration, and they serve as a fitting preparation for the spiritual disciplines of 

Lent.  Many churches have discarded this mini-season, the argument being that since Lent is already a 

preparation for Easter, why do we need another one as a “preparation for a preparation”, as it were.  But how 

mistaken this is!  A healthy observation of Lent involves many types of disciplines, both of body and spirit, all 

of which are well served by a period of focus and preparation, and our Pre-Lenten season provides exactly that.  

The readings and hymns all serve to make a smooth transition in our worship from the extrovert joy of 

Epiphany to the solemn rigors of a holy Lent.  Perhaps the Oxford Movement priest Edward Pusey summed this 

up most succinctly when he named these three Sundays as “the vestibule of Lent”.   

      


