
Background of the 
St. John Gaudete Festival 

 

Over the last few years, I have 
become fascinated by the season of 
Advent: the themes associated with 
Advent; the fact that one candle is 
pink (rose) on the advent wreath 
while the others are all blue; the 
unbelievable richness of the hymns 
and carols associated with Advent. 
This has led to years of research 
into these matters.  

 
A fact that may seem odd to us is that to the early church, Christmas was not an 
important feast day. Rather it was Epiphany (Jan. 6) that was the 
important date. This was where the magi follow the star leading 
them to Jesus; where God reveals that he comes to save not only 
the Jewish population but also all peoples, including us. He gives 
the gift of faith so that our blind eyes now can see his glorious 
light. So Advent, ALONG WITH Christmas prepares the church 
for the great Epiphany celebration. And each Sunday in Epiphany 
features a different miraculous manifestation of God for eyes of 
faith to see.  
 

So, in keeping with this tradition, when we have our Gaudete 
Festival, we will include all aspects of the Christmas story 
EXCEPT there will be no wise men, as that is saved for the great 
celebration of Epiphany. 
 

Originally a 40-day penitential season, Advent was shortened to 
a four week period. Advent is Latin for the word ‘coming’, and 
celebrates the coming of Jesus into the world in three ways: 

1.  About 2000 years ago when Jesus came into the world 
as a baby to live as a man and die for us.  

2. Jesus coming into our lives now in Word and Sacrament. 
3. Jesus comes as King and Judge.  

 

The overall theme of Advent portrays how God wins the battle over sin, death, and the 
devil. 
 

“Then stepped forth the Lord of all  
From His pure and kingly hall;  
God of God, yet fully man,  
His heroic course began. 
God the Father was His source,  
Back to God He ran His course.  
Into hell His road went down,  
Back then to His throne and crown. 



Singer of Inspiration 

Now the manger’s halo bright  
Hallows night with newborn light;  
Let not night this light subdue,  
Let our faith shine ever new.” 

Savior of the Nations, Come; stanzas 4-6  
 

The third Sunday of Advent brings all these threads together in a 
day known as ‘Gaudete’ Sunday. The word ‘Gaudete’ means 
‘Rejoice’ and comes from the first Latin word of the traditional 
Introit “Rejoice in the Lord always” (Philippians 4:1), and Gradual 
“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of 
Jerusalem! Behold, your King is coming to you; righteous and 
having salvation is He. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! We bless you 
from the house of the Lord” (Zechariah 9:9; Psalm 118:26). In a very real way, Gaudete 
is the ultimate Advent celebration. 
 

In the middle ages, mystery plays were performed during this time on large horse-drawn 
platforms that became a stage for biblical plays – sometimes spoken with scripts, 
sometimes entirely chanted with bells, and sometimes minstrels in front of the stage 
sang and played instruments while the actors created tableaux (living statues) depicting 
the words sung by the minstrels. 
 

Finally, carols were sung for all seasons of the church year. The word carol means 
‘dance’, and I discovered that during the Medieval and Renaissance periods most carols 
were sung and DANCED.  
 

Our Gaudete festival pulls from all of the above 
traditions. It explores all of the themes of advent 
in hymns, prayers, and carols. The exciting 
program is in the grand tradition of the Boar’s 
Head Festival, and will be spectacular in 
completely different ways! 
 
An English translation of a portion of the 
Gaudete carol is: “Rejoice! Christ is born of the 
Virgin Mary. The time of grace has come – what 
we have wished for; God has become man. The 
world has been renewed by the reigning Christ. 
Where the light rises, Salvation has been found. 
Therefore, let our preaching now sing in 
brightness; Let it bless the Lord: Greeting to our 
King!” 
 
I cannot find evidence of any church performing a Gaudete Festival in this tradition, so it 
is likely that our presentation will be the first in modern times. We will recreate the spirit 
of the original Gaudete celebrations from the Medieval and Renaissance Periods.  


