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Pentecost, also called Whitsunday, (Pentecost from 

Greek pentecostē, “50th day”), major festival in the 

Christian church, celebrated on the Sunday that falls on the 50th 

day of Easter. It commemorates the descent of the Holy Spirit on 

the Apostles and other disciples following the Crucifixion, 

Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus Christ (Acts of the Apostles, 

chapter 2), and it marks the beginning of the Christian church’s 

mission to the world. 

 

The Jewish feast of Pentecost (Shavuot), in full Ḥag 

Shavuot, (“Festival of the Weeks”), second of the three Pilgrim 

Festivals of the Jewish religious calendar. It was originally an 

agricultural festival, marking the beginning of the wheat harvest. 

During the Temple period, the first fruits of the harvest were 

brought to the Temple, and two loaves of bread made from the new 

wheat were offered. This aspect of the holiday is reflected in the 

custom of decorating the synagogue with fruits and flowers and in 

the names Yom ha-Bikkurim (“Day of the First Fruits”) and Ḥag 

ha-Qazir (“Harvest Feast”). 

 

During rabbinic times the festival became associated with 

the giving of the Law at Mount Sinai, which is recounted in the 

Torah readings for the holiday. It became customary during 

Shavuot to study the Torah and to read the Book of Ruth. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Celebration of Shavuot occurs on the 50th day, or seven 

weeks, after the sheaf offering of the harvest celebrated 

during Passover. The holiday is therefore also called Pentecost from 

the Greek pentēkostē (“50th”). It falls on Sivan 6 (and Sivan 7 

outside Israel). 

 

The church’s transformation of the Jewish feast to a 

Christian festival was thus related to the belief that the gift of the 

Holy Spirit to the followers of Jesus was the first fruits of a 

new dispensation that fulfilled and succeeded the old dispensation 

of the Law. 

 

When the festival was first celebrated in the Christian 

church is not known, but it was mentioned in a work from the 

Eastern church, the Epistola Apostolorum, in the 2nd century. In the 

3rd century it was mentioned by Origen, theologian and head of 

the catechetical school in Alexandria, and by Tertullian, Christian 

priest and writer of Carthage. northern Europe, and in England the  
feast was commonly called White Sunday (Whitsunday) for the 

special white garments worn by the newly baptized. In The First 

Prayer Book of Edward VI (1549), the feast was officially called 

Whitsunday, and this name has continued in Anglican churches.  

 

In Catholic and other Western churches, priests often wear 

red vestments during Pentecost to symbolize the “tongues of fire” 

that descended on the disciples from the Holy Spirit; members of 

the congregation also wear red in some traditions, and the altar is 

commonly dressed in a red frontal cloth. 
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