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     Just as Epiphany is the culmination of the 12 days of Christmas and yet also begins its own 

season, the ending of the Epiphany season also ushers in a transition of its own as well. The so-

called Pre-Lenten season consists of the three Sundays before Ash Wednesday, and serves 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 this serves 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, we don’t 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 being “the vestibule of Lent”. 

      The foundational themes of faith, hope and love are the traditional emphases on these 

Sundays, and the actual names given to each Sunday in succession, namely Septuagesima, 

Sexagesima and Quinquagesima, reflect their focus on Lent and Easter with a sense of 

preparation and arrival.  The official Epiphany season is concluded by singing the hymn 

“Alleluia, song of gladness” on the fourth Sunday after Epiphany, this year falling on 29 January. 

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   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 entire Pre-Lent season.   

     Our annual observance of the Lenten season begins on Ash Wednesday (22 February this 

year), with its emphasis on repentance and contrition in the face of human sin.  The season being 

one of discipline, restraint and self-examination, exuberant music is out of place (we’ll have to 

wait until Easter for that!), so the organ music and the manner of hymn playing will reflect this.  

The postludes, for example, will be chorales (hymns of the Lutheran church; we sing many of 

these during the year) that relate to the day’s theme, rather than more elaborate concert works.  

These will serve to conclude each service with beauty and definition, but without any sense of 

extrovert celebration, which would be out of place in the Lenten observance.  However, this 

music does indeed provide the worshipper with that most appropriate sense of “solemn joy”. 


