
 

Lent 101       

 

Why do we put ash on our forehead? 

Ashes are applied to our forehead in the sign of the cross as the words, "Remember, you are dust 

and to dust you shall return" are spoken to us. The other formula which is used, "Turn away from 

sin and be faithful to the Gospel" emphasizes our call to continual conversion and holiness of 

life. This act symbolizes our mortality as well as our need for ongoing repentance. It is a 

reminder that this life is short and merely a foreshadowing of what we shall become through the 

redemption of Jesus Christ on the cross. The work of our redemption will not be complete until 

we are raised from the dead, in resurrected bodies like His own and called to the eternal 

communion of heaven. 

Where do the ashes come from? 

The ashes for Ash Wednesday normally are made from blessed palm branches from the previous 

Palm Sunday. The ashes are sprinkled with Holy Water and incensed before distribution. 

When do I wash the Ashes off my face? 

There is no specific instruction on how long ashes are to be worn. You can, in fact, wash them 

off immediately after the service if you want. Many people choose to wear their ashes for the 

remainder of the day both as a reminder of their own mortality and as a witness before those 

around that they are a follower of Christ and are entering into a season of examination and 

abstinence. 

What is Fat Tuesday? 

As the Church anticipates the Season of Lent, the evening before Ash Wednesday is called "Fat 

Tuesday" or Shrove Tuesday. Rich foods are consumed as the faithful prepare for time of fasting, 

abstinence, confession and penance. 
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Customs and practices arose for Fat Tuesday where people would empty their pantries of many 

items restricted during Lent 

One of the terms often used with Mardi Gras is "carnival." We picture huge public celebrations 

or parades. Anyone who visits one of the big carnivals held on this day usually bring back stories 

of self-indulgence and hedonism that make most people blush. 

Ironically, carnival comes from the Latin "carne vale" which means "farewell to meat" or 

"farewell to flesh" indicating the end to certain pleasures has come.  

In some parts of the Christian world the commonly used term for the day is "Shrove Tuesday." 

To "shrive" means to present oneself for confession, penance and absolution. In some early 

practice, Lent was preceded by Shrovetide the week before Lent. The faithful were called to go 

to confession during that time in preparation for the Lenten observance. 

The Catholic Encyclopedia explanation of Shrovetide includes a sentence from the Anglo-Saxon 

"Ecclesiastical Institutes." Translated from Theodulphus by Abbot Aelfric about A.D. 1000, it 

reads, "In the week immediately before Lent everyone shall go to his confessor and confess his 

deeds and the confessor shall so shrive him as he then may hear by his deeds what he is to do [in 

the way of penance]." 

What is the significances of the 40 weekdays before Easter? 

The 40 days of Lent, which precedes Easter is based on two Biblical accounts: the 40 years of 

wilderness wandering by the Israelites and our Lord's 40 days in the wilderness at which point 

He was tempted by Satan. 

Each year the Church observes Lent where we, like Israel and our Lord, are tested. We 

participate in abstinence, times of fasting, confession and acts of mercy to strengthen our faith 

and devotional disciplines. The goal of every Christian is to leave Lent a stronger and more vital 

person of faith than when we entered. 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church states, "The seasons and days of penance in the course of 

the liturgical year (Lent, and each Friday in memory of the death of the Lord) are intense 

moments of the Church's penitential practice. These times are particularly appropriate for 

spiritual exercises, penitential liturgies and pilgrimages as signs of penance, voluntary self-denial 

such as fasting and almsgiving, and fraternal sharing (charitable and missionary works)." (CCC 

1438) 

Why is Lent observed in only some Christian Churches? 

In the Protestant world, particularly among many evangelical denominations and independent 

churches, the Church Calendar is not observed. The seasons were omitted along with most of the 

sacraments and the use of liturgy in their approach to faith. These Christians do observe 

Christmas and Easter and some might even celebrate Pentecost. 



When does Lent end? 

Lent officially ends on Holy Thursday. That is when the "Triduum", great three Days of holy 

Thursday, Good Friday and Holy Saturday occur leading to Easter. Easter is not only a day but 

an Octave (eight day) celebration leading to a Season of the Church, Easter Season, which ends 

on Pentecost.  

 

 

Ashes 

Ash Wednesday liturgies are some of the best attended in the entire year. Some people suggest 

that is just because the Church is giving out something free, but I suspect there are deeper 

reasons! Ashes are an ancient symbol of repentance (sackcloth and ashes). They also remind us 

of our mortality ("remember that you are dust") and thus of the day when we will stand before 

God and be judged. This can be linked easily to the death and resurrection motif of Baptism. To 

prepare well for the day we die, we must die now to sin and rise to new life in Christ. Being 

marked with ashes at the beginning of Lent indicates our recognition of the need for deeper 

conversion of our lives during this season of renewal. 

 

Giving something up 

For most older Catholics, the first thought that Lent brings to mind is giving something up. In my 

childhood, the standard was to give up candy, a discipline that found suitable reward in the 

baskets of sugary treats we received on Easter. Some of us even added to the Easter surplus by 

saving candy all through Lent, stockpiling what we would have eaten had we not promised to 

give it up. 

Some years ago a friend of mine told me that he had urged his children to move beyond giving 

up candy to giving up some habit of sin that marked their lives. About halfway through Lent he 

asked the children how they were doing with their Lenten promise. One of his young sons had 

promised to give up fighting with his brothers and sisters during Lent. When his father asked him 

how it was going, the boy replied, "I'm doing pretty good, Dad—but boy, I can't wait until 

Easter!" 

That response indicates that this boy had only partly understood the purpose of Lenten "giving 

up." Lent is about conversion, turning our lives more completely over to Christ and his way of 

life. That always involves giving up sin in some form. The goal is not just to abstain from sin for 

the duration of Lent but to root sin out of our lives forever. Conversion means leaving behind an 

old way of living and acting in order to embrace new life in Christ. For catechumens, Lent is a 

period intended to bring their initial conversion to completion. 



 

 

 

Prayer, fasting and almsgiving 

The three traditional pillars of Lenten observance are prayer, fasting and almsgiving. The key to 

renewed appropriation 

of these practices is to see their link to baptismal renewal. 

Prayer: More time given to prayer during Lent should draw us closer to the Lord. We might pray 

especially for the grace to live out our baptismal promises more fully. We might pray for the 

elect who will be baptized at Easter and support their conversion journey by our prayer. We 

might pray for all those who will celebrate the sacrament of reconciliation with us during Lent 

that they will be truly renewed in their baptismal commitment. 

Fasting: Fasting is one of the most ancient practices linked to Lent. In fact, the paschal fast 

predates Lent as we know it. The early Church fasted intensely for two days before the 

celebration of the Easter Vigil. This fast was later extended and became a 40-day period of 

fasting leading up to Easter. Vatican II called us to renew the observance of the ancient paschal 

fast: "...let the paschal fast be kept sacred. Let it be celebrated everywhere on Good Friday and, 

where possible, prolonged throughout Holy Saturday, so that the joys of the Sunday of the 

Resurrection may be attained with uplifted and clear mind" (Liturgy, # 110). 

Fasting is more than a means of developing self-control. It is often an aid to prayer, as the pangs 

of hunger remind us of our hunger for God. The first reading on the Friday after Ash Wednesday 

points out another important dimension 

of fasting. The prophet Isaiah insists that fasting without changing our behavior is not pleasing to 

God. "This, rather, is the fasting that I wish: releasing those bound unjustly, untying the thongs 

of the yoke; setting free the oppressed, breaking every yoke; sharing your bread with the hungry, 

sheltering the oppressed and the homeless; clothing the naked when you see them, and not 

turning your back on your own" (Is 58:6-7). 

Fasting should be linked to our concern for those who are forced to fast by their poverty, those 

who suffer from the 

injustices of our economic and political structures, those who 

are in need for any reason. Thus fasting, too, is linked to living out our baptismal promises. By 

our Baptism, we are charged 

with the responsibility of showing Christ's love to the world, especially to those in need. Fasting 

can help us realize the suffering that so many people in our world experience every day, and it 

should lead us to greater efforts to alleviate that suffering. 

Abstaining from meat traditionally also linked us to the poor, who could seldom afford meat for 

their meals. It can do the same today if we remember the purpose of abstinence and embrace it as 

a spiritual link to those whose diets are sparse and simple. That should be the goal we set for 



ourselves—a sparse and simple meal. Avoiding meat while eating lobster misses the whole 

point! 

Almsgiving: It should be obvious at this point that almsgiving, the third traditional pillar, is 

linked to our baptismal commitment in the same way. It is a sign of our care for those in need 

and an expression of our gratitude for all that God has given to us. Works of charity and the 

promotion of justice are integral elements of the Christian way of life we began when we were 

baptized. 

 

Stations of the Cross 

While this devotion certainly has a place in Lent, the overemphasis given to it in the past tended 

to distort the meaning of the season. Because the stations were prayed publicly throughout the 

whole season, the impression was given that Lent was primarily about commemorating the 

passion and death of Christ. 

Vatican II strongly endorsed the use of devotions as part of Catholic spirituality, but it also called 

for their renewal, to harmonize them with the sacred liturgy (see Liturgy #13). 

The liturgy of Lent focuses on the passion and death of the Lord only near the end of the season, 

especially with the proclamation of the Passion on Palm (Passion) Sunday and again on Good 

Friday. The weekday readings between the Fifth Sunday of Lent and Palm Sunday also point 

toward the coming Passion, so that might also be an appropriate time to pray the Stations. The 

earlier weeks of Lent, however, focus much more on Baptism and covenant than on the Passion. 

When we do pray the Stations of the Cross, we can also connect them with the baptismal 

character of Lent if we place the stations themselves in the context of the whole paschal mystery. 

In Baptism we are plunged into the mystery of Christ's death and resurrection, and our baptismal 

commitment includes a willingness to give our life for others as Jesus did. Recalling his passion 

and death can remind us that we, too, may be called to suffer in order to be faithful to the call of 

God. 

One limitation with the traditional form of the Stations is the absence of the second half of the 

paschal mystery. The liturgy never focuses on the death of Christ without recalling his 

resurrection. Some forms of the Stations of the Cross include a 15th station to recall the 

resurrection as an integral part of the paschal mystery. 

Some contemporary forms of the Stations also make clear the link between the sufferings of 

Christ in the first century and the sufferings of Christ's body in the world today. Such an 

approach can help us to recognize and admit the ways that we have failed to live up to our 

baptismal mission to spread the gospel and manifest the love of Christ to those in need. 

 



Blessed palms 

As we near the end of Lent, we celebrate Passion (Palm) Sunday. At the beginning of the liturgy, 

we receive palms in memory of Christ's triumphal entry into Jerusalem. As a symbol of triumph, 

the palms point us toward Christ's resurrection and might remind us of the saints in heaven 

"wearing white robes and holding palm branches in their hands" (Rev 7:9). The white robes 

remind us of baptismal garments, and the palms suggest their triumph over sin and death through 

the waters of Baptism. 

 


