
DID YOU 
KNOW?
Lent lasts 40 days, mirroring the 40 days Jesus spent 
fasting in the desert (Matthew 4:1-11). This period 
reflects a time of purification and preparation.   

The three pillars of Lent are prayer, fasting, and 
almsgiving (CCC 1438). These practices help the 
faithful grow spiritually, practice self-discipline, and 
care for the needy.  

During Lent, the Church omits the “Alleluia” in the 
Mass, and priests wear violet vestments, symbolizing 
penance and conversion. 
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Ash Wednesday marks the begin-
ning of Lent, a solemn period of 
prayer, fasting, and repentance. 

Ash Wednesday reveals its continuity with 
the biblical themes of contrition and con-
version. 

The use of ashes as a sign of repen-
tance is a significant practice in the Hebrew 
Scriptures. In the Old Testament, ashes 
symbolize human mortality, sorrow for sin, 
and a plea for divine mercy. “By the sweat 
of your brow you shall eat bread, until you 
return to the ground, from which you were 
taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall 
return” (Gn 3:19).  This reminds the faithful 
of their mortality and need for repentance. 

The prophets also reference ashes as a 
sign of contrition. Job, after encountering 
God, repents by sitting in dust and ashes 
(Job 42:6). The Book of Daniel describes 
how Daniel sought God through fasting, 
sackcloth, and ashes (Daniel 9:3). Sim-
ilarly, in the Book of Jonah, the people of 
Nineveh, upon hearing Jonah’s call to re-
pentance, put on sackcloth and sit in ashes 
(Jonah 3:6). These biblical examples show 
that ashes were an external sign of an in-
terior conversion — an understanding that 
continues in the Catholic tradition.  

The Jewish Day of Atonement, Yom 

Kippur, bears similarities to Ash Wednes-
day as both emphasize repentance and rec-
onciliation with God. Yom Kippur is a day 
of fasting and seeking divine mercy, much 
like Ash Wednesday inaugurates the Lent-
en fast leading to Easter. Additionally, the 
Jewish practice of public penitence — such 
as wearing sackcloth and ashes — is mir-
rored in early Christian traditions where 
public sinners wore ashes as they sought 
reconciliation with the Church (Catechism 
of the Catholic Church, 1430-1431).  

The Catholic Church sees in Ash 
Wednesday the fulfillment of these Jewish 
penitential practices in the light of Christ. 
Pope Benedict XVI noted that Christian 
fasting and penitence are not merely ex-
ternal rituals but must lead to an interior 
transformation (Message for Lent 2009). 
The Catechism reinforces this, stating that 
“interior repentance is a radical reorienta-
tion of our whole life, a return, a conversion 
to God with all our heart” (CCC 1431).  

Ash Wednesday finds its roots in Jew-
ish tradition while being transformed in 
Christ, leading the faithful toward the Pas-
chal Mystery. 

   
Sources:  Catechism of the Catholic Church, New Ad-
vent, Pope Benedict Message for Lent 2009

To dust you shall returnTo dust you shall return
Exploring the origins of Ash Wednesday

BY  ANGELICA CORONA


