
 

 

Traditional Ember Days  

From the 2nd Century to 1966, Catholics observed what eventually came to be called Ember 

Days. Four times a year the Church called all Catholics, clergy and laity alike, to fast and pray on 

Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday in the week between the third and fourth Sunday of Advent; 

the first full week of Lent; the week between Pentecost and Trinity Sunday; and the third week of 

September. 

 And what was the purpose of these fast days? To pray for holy vocations to the priesthood and 

for the well-being (especially spiritual health) of the clergy. It also became the four times of the 

year when ordinations took place – after Catholics had prayed and fasted. Here the Church was 

following the example of the Apostles, as we read in Acts 13, “While they were worshiping the 

Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which 

I have called them.’ Then, completing their fasting and prayer, they laid hands on them and sent 

them off.”  

Pope Paul VI removed the Ember Days from the liturgical calendar in 1966. This formal neglect 

of regular fasting and prayer for the clergy and vocations is certainly one of the reasons 

vocations have plummeted in the past 50 years. Though we are no longer required, let’s bring 

back the tradition of observing these days of fasting and prayer! How? 

 On the Wednesday and Saturday of Ember Weeks, eat only one full meal (which can include 

meat) and two other meatless snacks. On Fridays of Ember Weeks, eat only one full meal (no 

meat) and two meatless snacks. Then combine your fasting with prayer of any kind for priests 

and new vocations: the Rosary, in part or in full; prayer before the Blessed Sacrament; prayers/ 

litanies to the Sacred Heart; vocation prayers, etc.  

The health and well-being of the Church has always depended on healthy and holy priests. Let 

us use these Ember Weeks to fast; and to pray to the Lord of the Harvest to raise up holy 

priests, and to heal and strengthen our current priests. Pax, Fr Bart 


