COLORS OF THE CHURCH YEAR

Have you ever noticed how “visual” the services are in liturgical churches?  Use of different colors in the parament hanging and vestments, candles varying in number and placement, bells and incense, crosses paired with torches, the choir in color.  It almost seems that to be liturgical involves a code of costume, color and good theatre to enhance our involvement in worship of our God.  Use of colors especially reinforces the liturgical season and theme being celebrated.

There has never been an official liturgical color scheme in the Episcopal church in the U.S.  In fact, originally PECUSA refused, for a long period after the Revolutionary War, to adopt colors, for fear of appearing too much like the mother church of England.  Most congregations now are accustomed to using in form or another scheme similar to that used by Rome.  Whatever scheme is actually used, the scheme used by the Cathedral of a diocese or approved by the bishop of a diocese is often uniformly used in that diocese.  For example, the bishop ordinary of the Diocese of Texas will spell out the color of stole for a funeral or for a service at Diocesan Council, and each of our bishops in his customary will spell out what color is to be used in a local church for an episcopal visit.

Many parishes recently have begun to adopt all or part of the Sarum color scheme to emphasize our Anglican heritage.  Sarum usage is the usage of the Cathedral in Salisbury, England.  A listing of the colors as reflecting an appropriate season follows.

Season or Day



Roman Usage

Sarum Usage

Advent




Purple


Blue

Principal Feasts



White or Gold

Gold or Best

Christmas Season



White


White

Lenten Season



Purple


Lenten Array

Holy Week



Blood Red/Red

Crimson

Easter Season



White or Gold

Gold or Best

Day of Pentecost



Red


Scarlet

Apostles and Evangelists


Red


Scarlet

Season of Pentecost (“Ordinary Time”)
Green
Green

Feasts of Our Lord



White


White

Holy Cross and Martyrs


Red


Crimson

Other Major Saints



White


White

Lesser Saints not Martyrs


White


Yellow

John the Baptist



White


Blue

Ember and Rogation Days


Purple


Blue

National Days



White


White

3rd Sunday of Advent, 4th Sunday of Lent
Pink

Funerals




White


White

The colors are often interpreted as white/gold for purity, purple for penitence, green for growth, red for fire or blood, blue for humility and joy.  Note that yellow and pink are acceptable liturgical colors, yellow having had a history of being a permissible substitute for gold.  Black is a liturgical color that is restricted currently as alternate usage for Good Friday.  While black used to be used along with purple for mourning at funerals, due to the somber tone, the emphasis is now on a funeral’s being a Resurrection celebration, with white being the color for vestments, parament hangings, and funeral pall.  The red for Passion Week is a blood red, a dark color symbolic of dried blood, rather than the bright red of Pentecost.

When a church is limited in funds for purchase of vestments and parament hangings, as in the case of a new mission, it is permissible or customary to buy an initial set in one color only.  Favored colors in this case include red (preferred) as symbolic of the Holy Spirit at the birth of the Church on Pentecost; white for purity; and green because it is the predominant color in the church’s calendar.  Early in the development of vestments it was customary to use the color sequence specified by the cathedral of the diocese, as mentioned before.  In this early sequence, it was specified that if a church did not own or have use of a set of a specific color appropriate to a major holiday, such as Easter, then “the best” vestments available were used, irrespective of color.  One resource claimed that the initial colors for the Church of England were red, white, and blue, and were taken from the national flag.

Ashby Publishing Company in Erie, PA issues annually church calendars for all liturgical denominations. The days of the month/season are color coded according to appropriate color for the season, and alternate colors for some specific days are noted in fine print on or near the day.  (There are two colors, for example, for Maundy Thursday.) In addition to the one for the Episcopal Church, they publish an Ordo Kalendar that color codes the days by the patron saint for that day.

