Ash Wednesday and Lent—

Factual Overview

Ash Wednesday is also known as the ‘Day of Ashes’. It marks the beginning of Lent, a forty-day period of fasting and abstinence for Christians. The length of the Lenten fast was established in the 4th century as forty days, commencing on Ash Wednesday. The tradition on this day is that the faithful attend church, where they receive ashes in the shape of the cross on their forehead. The exact origins of this tradition are not clear, but the custom is thought to have originated during the papacy of Gregory the Great (590 – 604). The ashes for the Ash Wednesday celebration traditionally come from burning the palm fronds from the Palm Sunday celebrations of the previous year. The ash from the burned fronds is collected and then blessed by a priest. During this blessing, the ashes are sprinkled with holy water and fumigated with incense.

The practice of using ash as a religious symbol dates back to biblical times. In the Old Testament, ashes were used for two purposes; as a sign of humility and mortality; and as a sign of sorrow and repentance for sin. At this time, penitents fasted, wore sackcloth, sat in dust and ashes, and placed dust and ashes on their head. The Christian Ash Wednesday liturgy has its roots in this understanding. 

Using ash as a token of penance was a private tradition before becoming part of the official rite for reconciling public penitents. These people were made to appear barefooted at the church and perform penances for their sins. Friends and relatives began to accompany them, in sympathy and also in the knowledge that nobody is free from sin. Here, ashes on the penitent were a reminder to fellow Christians to pray and show sympathy for the person on their return from sin. Later still, the use of ashes was taken up to begin the penitential season of Lent. Putting a cross-shaped mark on the forehead is an imitation of the spiritual seal that is placed upon every Christian at Baptism.

Receiving ashes on the head as a reminder of mortality and a sign of sorrow for
wrongdoing was also a practice of the Anglo-Saxon church in the 10th century. It was made universal throughout the Western church at the Synod of Benevento in 1091 and has since been part of our Lenten liturgy. Roman Catholics and Protestant denominations all observe the tradition. Orthodox Churches do not. For all Christian Churches, however, Lent is a period of preparation. In the Eastern Churches, where both Saturdays and Sundays are regarded as festival days, the period of Lent is the eight weeks before Easter. In the Western Churches, where only Sunday is regarded as a festival, the forty-day period begins on Ash Wednesday and extends, with the omission of Sundays, to the day before Easter. Fasting and other forms of self-denial vary within protestant and Anglican Churches – these emphasise penitence. In recent years, the Roman Catholic Church has relaxed its laws on fasting – in February 1966, pope Paul VI issued an apostolic constitution stating that the only days of obligatory fasting and abstinence during Lent are Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. 

Lent’s culmination is Holy Week, beginning on Palm Sunday and building up to the joyous celebration of Easter. Good luck with your Lenten efforts!

Over to You!

· What does the ash mark placed on the forehead on Ash Wednesday symbolise? 

· In the Old Testament, ash was used for two purposes. What were these?

· What is Ash Wednesday ash made from?

· Which Christian Church does not observe Ash Wednesday?

· Why is the length of Lent different among some Christian Churches? 

· Name three things that penitents did to show their sorrow for sin in biblical times.

· Did Jesus receive ashes on Ash Wednesday? Why?

· Which other Christian ritual involves making a sign of the cross on the forehead?

