
 
 
 

What are “Ember Days”?  
 
The U.S. bishops have encouraged us to observe this ancient practice. 
 
The Ember Days are an age-old custom of the Church, originating about the 4th 
century. 
 
They were observed four times per year, at the beginning of each season, and 
consisted of three days of prayer, fasting, and abstinence as a way of thanking God for 
the gifts of Creation, to ask His help in using them well, and to assist those in need. Like 
Rogation Days (we’ll do a post on those in the spring), these days were closely 
connected to the seasonal farming cycles and were a profound way of sanctifying our 
earthly doings. 
 

 
 
The Ember Days are always Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday, and the dates are as 
follows: 
 

1. The Third Week of Advent (That’s this week!) 
2. The First Week of Lent (The week after Ash Wednesday) 
3. The week after Pentecost 
4. The third week in September 

 
Traditionally, priestly ordinations have taken place on Ember Saturdays, a custom that 
dates all the way back to Pope Gelasius in the 5th century. Although this is not 
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observed as a rule anymore, the Ember Days are still a good opportunity to offer 
prayer and sacrifice for our clergy. 
 
In fact, various bishops and clergy in the U.S. have encouraged the renewed 
observance of the Ember Days as a way to pray for vocations, priests, and the needs of 
the Church. 
 
In their Pastoral Statement on Penance and Abstinence of 1966, the U.S. bishops also 
encouraged the voluntary observance of vigils and Ember Days as a way of 
participating in the Church’s traditional custom of a “fast before a feast.” 
 
The idea of penance has been forgotten in our world. The secular mayhem surrounding 
Christmas has obscured the penitence once observed during Advent. Yet penance is an 
essential part of the Christian life. Why not bring it back through the observance of the 
Ember Days, in whatever way—small or large—that you are able? 
 
You don’t have to perform great feats in order to embrace a spirit of self-denial. St. 
Thérèse of Lisieux—whose “Little Way” has become the path to holiness for countless 
souls—knew that little sacrifices are the key to sanctity. Our St. Thérèse Sacrifice 
Bracelet encourages you to perform small, hidden acts of penance throughout the day: 
with every act, you can slide a bead along the string to keep track. Also doubles as a 
decade rosary! Order yours today! 
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