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The feast of the Resurrection of Jesus, called Pascha (Easter), is the greatest of the 
feasts of the Eastern Orthodox Church. In addition, there are other days of great 
importance in the life of the Church - the Twelve Great Feasts (Greek: 
� � � � � � � � � � � ) .

Eight great feasts in honor of Jesus Christ, and four great feasts honoring the Virgin 
Mary - the Theotokos - comprise The Twelve Great Feasts.

September 8,(Sept. 21)  the Nativity of the Theotokos
September 14,(Sept. 27) the Exaltation of the Cross
November 21, (Dec. 4) the Presentation of the Theotokos
December 25, (Jan 7) the Nativity of Christ/Christmas
January 6, (Jan 19) the Baptism of Christ -- Theophany, also called 

Epiphany
February 2, (Feb. 15) the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple
March 25, (April 7)  the Annunciation
August 6, (Aug. 19) the Transfiguration
August 15, (Aug 28) the Dormition (Falling Asleep) of the Theotokos

The Sunday before Pascha (Easter)-- the Entry into Jerusalem or Willow/Palm Sunday
Forty Days after Pascha (Easter) -- the Ascension of Christ
Fifty Days after Pascha (Easter) –  Pentecost

Nativity of the Theotokos 
( � � � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � � � )
September 8,(Sept. 21)  

Mary was born to elderly and previously barren parents by the names of Joachim and 
Anna (now saints), in answer to their prayers. At that time it was considered a great 
shame to be barren. Joachim was a descendant of King David.  It was prophesised 
that the Savior (Messiah) would be born to David's line.  Joachim and Anna prayed to 
God to grant them a child, and promised that they would dedicate such a child unto 
God. God granted their wish.

Orthodox Christians do not hold to the Roman Catholic doctrine of the Immaculate 
Conception of Mary, in which it is taught that Mary was preserved from the ancestral 
sin that befalls us all as descendants of Adam and Eve, in anticipation of her giving 
birth to the sinless Christ. The Orthodox believe that Mary, and indeed all mankind, 
was born only to suffer the consequences of the ancestral sin (being born into a 
corrupt world surrounded by temptations to sin), the chief of which was the 
enslavement to Death, and thus needed salvation from this enslavement, like all 
mankind. The Roman Catholic Doctrine of the Immaculate Conception also recognizes 
that Mary was in need of salvation, viewing her as prevented from falling into the scar 
of sin, instead of being pulled up out of it. Orthodox thought does vary on whether 
Mary actually ever sinned, though there is general agreement that she was cleansed 
from sin at the Annunciation.
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Presentation of the Theotokos ( � � � � � � � �  � �  � � � �  � � � �  
� � � � � )
November 21, (Dec. 4)
According to Tradition, Mary was taken -- presented -- to the Jewish Temple in 
Jerusalem When she was 3 years old, where she lived and served until her betrothal 
to Joseph. Her parents had promised to do dedicate her to God.  As she was 
ascending the stairs to the Temple, the head priest came down to meet her, as he had 
been prompted to do by the Holy Spirit.  He walked with her into the Holy of Holies, 
where no one but the Head Priest was allowed, and he himself only once a year.  This 
was a sign of Mary's special destiny.

Annunciation ( � � � � � � � � � � � � )
March 25, (April 7)

According to the Gospel of Luke 1:26-38, the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary to 
announce to her that she would conceive and bear a son, even though she "knew no 
man." When Mary was around 14 years old, she was betrothed to Joseph, who 
(according to Orthodox Tradition) was an older man (and had children from a prior 
marriage—the “brothers” of Jesus).  Before this Mary had been serving in the Temple.  
Before Joseph and Mary were married, Gabriel came to her and said to her “Hail Mary, 
full of grace, the Lord is with thee”.  And told her she would have a baby from the Holy 
Spirit.  Mary was afraid, because she knew that this may be very bad for her to be 
pregnant when she was not yet married, but she loved God and so she said “Let it be 
as the Lord wishes” .  

When Joseph found out she was pregnant, he could have made things very bad for 
her. But instead, since he was a good man, he though he would quietly set her aside, 
so as not to dishonor her.  But Gabriel came to him, and told him not to be afraid, that 
the child was from the Holy Spirit, and that he should take care of Mary and that child.  

Nativity of the Lord Christmas. ( � � � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � )
December 25, (Jan 7)

The nativity account(Gospel of Luke 2:1-20) begins with Mary and Joseph (Mary's 
betrothed) traveling to Bethlehem to be enrolled in the Roman census ordered by 
Augustus Caesar. According to the order, everyone was to go to the city of their 
ancestors.  Because Joseph was a decendant of David, and Bethlehem was the city of 
David, that is where he went (he and Mary lived in Nazareth).

On the way, they look for a place for Mary to give birth to her child, but all the inns are 
full and the only suitable place is a cave (shown as a stable in most Western 
descriptions) where animals are kept. 

The first to find out about this were shepards, who saw in the sky many angels, who 
were singing “Glory to God in the Highest and Peace on earth, Good will to men”.  The 
shepards came to the cave where the baby was.  This shows that the Savior was not 
born only to the rich and powerful, but even to the lowly (shepards) .

The Birth of the Savior was also shown by the appearance of a new star.  Far in the 
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East wise men (probably Zoroastrian priests/astrologers in Persia) saw the star and 
recognised it as announcing the birth of a king.  They then went to Jerusalem in 
search of this king.  But the king of Israel at the time was Herod (put into that position 
by the Romans).  When they told him about the birth of the new king, he was worried, 
and asked them to let him know when they found this kind “so that I can worship him 
also”. But this was a lie, and secretly he intended to kill Jesus.  An angel warned the 
wise men to return by a different route.  The wise men brought gifts of gold, 
frankincense and Myrrh.  Because the wise men did not return to Herod, he gathered 
his advisors, asking them about this.  They told him about prophesies of the 
Savior/Messiah being born in Bethlehem (the city of David).  He then ordered all the 
boy children up to two years of age in that city to be killed. But an angel told Joseph to 
take Mary and the baby Jesus and hide in Egypt, which he did.

Our traditions for this Holiday include fasting until the first star, in memory of the star 
which led the wise men.  We also have adopted the Western tradition of decorating a 
tree and giving gifts.  Some people have taken on the Jewish practice of setting an 
extra place at the table for baby Jesus (or in some traditions, for any stranger that may 
come by).  Some people put hay under the tablecloth, to symbolise the manger into 
which Jesus was layed after he was born.

Presentation of the Lord ( � � � � � � � � )
February 2, (Feb. 15)

In the Gospel of Luke 2:22-35, Mary and Joseph took the baby Jesus to the Temple in 
Jerusalem. This was a Jewish tradition for children, particularly first born boys, and is 
done 40 days after birth. Luke explicitly says that Joseph and Mary take the option 
provided for poor people (those who could not afford a lamb) (Leviticus 12:8), 
sacrificing "a pair of turtledoves, or two young pigeons." Leviticus 12:1-4.

 He was received in the arms of the elder Simeon, who was a very old man.  Many 
years ago he had been translating the bible from Hebrew into Greek.  He doubted the 

words about a virgin giving birth, and wanted to replace it with “a young woman”.  But 
an angel stopped him and told him that he would not die until he saw the Savior.  
When he saw Mary and Jesus, he took Jesus into his arms and then prayed, "Now let 
Thy servant depart (die) in peace,...for I have seen Thy salvation." 

This was one of the things that Mary "pondered in her heart" -- the fact that others 
recognized that her Son was the Messiah. 

It is still Orthoox tradition to take a baby into church for a blessing 40 days after birth.

Theophany (Baptism of the Lord) ( � � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � )
This observance commemorates Christ's baptism by John the Baptist in the River 
Jordan, and the beginning of Christ's earthly ministry (Gospel of Matthew 3:13-17, 
Gospel of Mark 1:9-11). It is known by the Orthodox as both Epiphany (i.e., 
manifestation) and Theophany (manifestation of God). These are bundled, along with 
Christmas, differently in some eastern Christian traditions.  

Before Mary gave birth to Jesus, her relative (cousin) Elizabeth and her husband 
Zacharius also had a child, whom they called John. He dedicated himself to God, and 
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went out into the desert, where he spent his time in fasting and prayer, eating nothing 
but locusts (grasshoppers) and wearing animal skins.  He preached to the people, 
telling them that the Savior was coming, and calling on them to repent, and baptizing 
them in the river Jordan.

Jesus also went to John to be baptized.  John recognized him, and said to him “it is I 
who should be asking you to baptize me”.  But Jesus said “we must fulfill that which is 
the will of God”  As he was being baptized, the sky opened up and the Holy Spirit was 
seen in the shape of a dove, and a voice was heard saying this is my beloved son in 
whom I am well pleased”. 

In Orthodoxy the theophany also refers to any revelation/appearance of God.  Thus, 
this is the day that Jesus was revealed to the people as the incarnate God.  

Transfiguration ( � � � � � � � � � � � � )
August 6, (Aug. 19)

Jesus had gone with his disciples (later called apostles) Peter, James, and John (also 
called John the Evangelist) to Mount Tabor. Christ's appearance was changed while 
they watched into a glorious radiant figure. There appeared Elijah and Moses, 
speaking with Jesus. The disciples were amazed and terribly afraid. This event shows 
forth the divinity of Christ, so that the disciples would understand after his Ascension 
that He was truly the radiant splendor of the Father, and that his Passion was 
voluntary. Gospel of Mark 9:2-9[10]

Entry in to Jerusalem (Palm Sunday) 
( � � � �  � � � � � � � � �  �  � � � � � � � � �  � � �  � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � � � � )
The Sunday before Pascha

A mere few days before His brutal crucifixion, Jesus was received by adoring throngs 
at his entry into Jerusalem on the back of young donkey (Gospel of Matthew 21:1-11). 
The reason he was going to Jerusalem was to celebrate the Jewish Holiday of 
Passover.  For the holiday, Jews gather to worship at the Temple.  As he approached 
the city, he sent two of his followers to bring a donkey to him (on which no one had yet 
ridden).  Jesus sat on this donkey and rode into town (this fulfilled a prophesy).   The 
crowds threw palm branches in his path in jubilation, and even the children shouted 
praises to Him. The Orthodox celebrate this day with joy, but with the realization that 
very sad events are soon to come. Among the Russian Orthodox, pussy willow 
branches are substituted in the celebration of this event, owing to the lack of 
availability of palm trees in Slavic climes.

Pascha (Easter) is the Feast of Feasts, and therefore does not count as one of 
the 12.  Discussed separately
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Ascension ( � � � � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � )
Forty Days after Pascha (Easter)

Forty days after the Resurrection, while blessing His disciples (Gospel of Luke 24:50-
51), Christ ascended into heaven (Gospel of Mark 16:19), taking His place at the right 
hand of the Father (Nicene Creed). While the disciples were still looking into the air for 
Jesus, an angel appeared and told them that the Lord would return again in the same 
manner as they had seen him go into heaven (Acts of the Apostles 1:9-11).

Pentecost ( � � � � � �  � � �  � � � � � � � � � � � � � )
Fifty Days after Pascha

Fifty days after the Resurrection, on the existing Jewish feast of Pentecost, while the 
disciples and many other followers of Jesus were gathered together to pray, the Holy 
Spirit descended upon them in the form of "cloven tongues of fire", with the sound of a 
might rushing wind, and they began to speak in languages that they did not know. 
There were many visitors from the Jewish diaspora to Jerusalem at that time for the 
Jewish observance of the feast, and they were astonished to hear these untaught 
fishermen speaking praises to God in their alien tongues (Acts of the Apostles 2:1-11). 
This holiday is considered to be the start of the Christian Church.  

Dormition of the Theotokos ( � � � � � � �  � � � � � � � � � � )
August 15, (Aug 28)

The Orthodox feast of the Dormition is analogous to what Roman Catholicism calls the 
Assumption of Mary. According to Orthodox Tradition, Mary died like all humanity, 
"falling asleep", so to speak, as the name of the feast indicates. (Catholic theologians 
are divided on the issue of whether Mary died. Today most would favor an actual death 
before the Assumption.) The Apostles were miraculously summoned to this event, and 
all were present except Thomas when Mary passed from this life. She was buried. 
Thomas arrived three days later, and desiring to see her one more time, convinced the 
other apostles to open her tomb. To their surprise, her body was not there.

This event is seen as a first symbol of the resurrection of the faithful that will occur at 
the Second Coming of Christ. The event is normally called the "Dormition", though 
there are many Orthodox Churches with the name "Assumption". In Greek, "Dormition" 
is "Kimisis" (Coemesis) -- falling asleep in death -- from which the word "cemetery" 
derives.

Exaltation of the Holy Cross ( � � � � � � � � � � �  � � � � � � )
September 14,(Sept. 27) 

The Exaltation of the Holy Cross (also called the Elevation of the Cross) 
commemorates Two events:  The finding of the true cross and the recovery of the 
cross from the Persians who had captured it as a prize of war in Jerusalem in the year 
614.

When the previous Emperor of Rome abdicated, there was a great war for power 
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between his co Emperors.  Constantine, the son of one of these co-emperors, 
eventually won the title of Emperor.  The night before the deciding battle, Constantine 
had a vison in  which  the sun was covered by a great, shining cross, and the words 
“Toyto Nika” (with this sign you shall be victorious).  He understood that he should 
paint crosses on the shields of his warriors.  And indeed, despite being outnumbered, 
his forces won the battle and he became Emperor.  

Later, he sent his mother Helen (who was a Christian) to Jerusalem in search of the 
true cross.  When it was found, they built the Church of the Holy Sepulcher on the site, 
and that Church stands to this day.

Years later the Cross was taken by the Persians, and it was recovered by the forces of 
the Eastern Roman Empire ("Byzantine Empire") in 629. The cross was joyously held 
up for veneration by the Christian faithful upon its recovery.
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