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LENT & EASTER

PREPARING TO CELEBRATE EASTER

Lent comes from a Teutonic (German) word which means the season of Spring. It also 

denotes the 40 days’ fast and penance preparing for Easter season. Lent begins on Ash 

Wednesday and runs until the Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday.

PREPARATION IN THE EARLY CHURCH

In the early Church the weeks before Easter was the time for final preparation of cate-

chumens to be accepted into the Church. As part of their preparation, the catechumens 

observed a period of fasting. In some local churches the fast lasted one day, in others two 

days, or even 40 hours before Easter fasting both day and night.

It is not until the time of Gregory the Great (590 – 604) that we find the practice of six 

weeks of fasting six days each, making thirty six fast days (excluding Sundays). At a lat-

er time days of fast were added to have the even number of 40. This led to the practice 

of Lent beginning on the Wednesday before the First Sunday of Lent. As we said, in the 

earlier days of the Church the Lenten period of various times was associated with the 

preparation of catechumens for Baptism. After the 500’s the adult catechumenate begins 

to disappear as there were more infant baptisms for children of Christian parents. In this 

time the celebration of Lent became less a process of preparing for Baptism and more a 

period greater penance performed by Christians as they prepare to celebrate Easter.

ASH WEDNESDAY

The Wednesday before the First Sunday of Lent was added to account for 40 days of 

fasting (inspired not doubt by the record of 40 days and 40 nights of fasting that Jesus 

did in the wilderness (Matthew 4:2)). In 1091 Pope Urban II mandated that ashes were to 

be imposed on the heads of all the faithful on this Wednesday which became known as 

Ash Wednesday. (Previously ashes were worn only by those doing public penance peti-

tioning to be readmitted to the Church.) The distribution of ashes highlighted the season 

of Lent as a period of penance for all the faithful. The baptismal theology of the earlier 

practice of Lent as preparation for Baptism disappeared in the Western Church.
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The sixth Sunday of Lent, celebrated as Passion Sunday in the early Church was now 

named Palm Sunday, as the procession with Palms became vehicle of popular piety from 

the early Middle Ages onward. The practice of Lent intensified during Holy Week with the 

reading of the Passion narratives during the week (only the Gospel of Matthew was read 

on Palm Sunday in this period). Holy Thursday was the Mass of Holy Chrism as the bishop 

blessed the oils to be used during the Easter Vigil, and then the Mass of the Lord’s Supper 

was celebrated.

CELEBRATION OF LENT TODAY

In 1963 the Pope Paul VI promulgated the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, the basis 

for the renewal of the liturgy in the Catholic Church. In the Constitution the Church called 

for a renewal of the understanding of the baptismal nature of the season of Lent. The 

Constitution teaches that the season of Lent has a twofold character, (1) recalling or pre-

paring for baptism and (2) the practice of penance. (CSL #109) In this twofold process 

the faithful are to hear the word of God more clearly and to devote themselves to prayer. 

In this way they can better prepare themselves to celebrate the Paschal Mystery of Jesus 

suffering, death, Resurrection and Ascension.

In order to accomplish this, the Constitution called for better use of the baptismal themes

proper to the Lenten Liturgy. Secondly, there is the call for the renewal of the virtue 

of penance which leads the faithful to see more clearly the gravity of sin as an offense 

against God. Finally the practice of penance during Lent should not only be internal and 

individual, but external and social, leading to a greater awareness the Christian’s respon-

sibility to care for the needs of others.

In the revised liturgy Ash Wednesday still marks the beginning of Lent. The Season of Lent 

calls for Christian to reform and perform acts of charity while emphasizing the movement 

towards Easter. When the ashes are distributed the minister may say either “Remember 

you are dust and to dust you shall return” or “Repent, and believe in the Gospel.”
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FASTING

The season of Lent is a season of fast and abstinence. The law of fasting requires Cath-

olics to reduce the amount of food they eat during the day to less than that they would 

have in a normalmeal. This requirement is from the age of their 18th birthday through their 

59th birthday (the beginning of the 60th year). This is defined as one meal a day, and two 

smaller meals that do not add up to the main meal in quantity. Abstinence is required on 

Ash Wednesday and Good Friday and the Fridays during Lent. Eating between meals and 

consuming drinks that could be considered food (milk shakes) breaks the fast. (Alcohol 

does not break the fast, but is not recommended as being in the spirit of the fast.)

Those who are at the age of fasting are excused if they are who sick, pregnant or nursing

mothers, manual laborers with strenuous jobs according to their need. Guests at dinners

where fasting can lead to misunderstandings or cause offense are also not required to 

fast.

THE SUNDAY JOURNEY THROUGH THE SEASON OF LENT

In the reform of the readings for the Sundays in Lent there is greater emphasis on the 

journey in faith for the catechumens and renewal in faith of the baptized assembly. For 

example, the readings for Cycle A (Gospel according to Matthew) restore the readings 

used to instruct the catechumens in the early Church. In all three Cycles (Mathew, Mark, 

and Luke) the Gospel of the first Sunday in Lent is the story of Jesus’ temptation in the 

desert. This begins the story of Jesus’ ministry leading to his Resurrection. The Gospel 

for the Second Sunday of Lent proclaims the Transfiguration of Jesus in all three cycles 

foretelling the glory of a life in Christ beyond his crucifixion and death.

On the next three Sundays in Cycle A the readings are from the Gospel of John. On the 

Third Sunday of Lent Jesus meets with the Samaritan woman telling her that he is the 

source of “living water” that brings eternal life (John 4: 5 – 42). On the Fourth Sunday 

of Lent the story of the man born blind is told reflecting the early church’s teaching on 

meaning of Baptism (John 9: 1 – 41). On the Fifth Sunday the Gospel relates the story of 

the raising of Lazarus (John 11: 1 – 45), emphasizing for all Christians that the ultimate 

goal is life with Christ after death.
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The readings for Cycle B (Gospel of Mark) are especially rich in retracing the covenant 

of God with his people through the establishment of the new covenant in Jesus Christ. 

The first readings are from the Genesis 9, (the story of Noah) Genesis 22 (the testing of 

Abraham), Exodus 20 (the Ten Commandments). The first readings from the Fourth and 

Fifth Sundays are from Second Chronicles and Jeremiah. The Gospel readings culminate 

in the Fifth Sunday of Lent from John 12: 20 – 33, with Jesus telling us that a grain of 

wheat must die in order to bear fruit. This leads us to reflect on Christ’s passage through 

death to new life. Christ has prepared the way for us and those who have faith in him will 

follow him on that journey.

The gospel readings in Cycle C (the Gospel according to Luke) focus on how faith trans-

forms our lives using stories that reflect failures that lead to ultimate victory through 

faith. Following the stories of Christ’s temptation in the desert and the Transfiguration, 

the Gospel on the Third Sunday of Lent (Luke 13- 1 – 9) Luke tells the story of the barren 

fig tree and Jesus’ call to repentance. On the Fourth Sunday of Lent Jesus tells the story 

of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 1 - 3, 11 – 32). In the Gospel reading for the Fifth Sunday of 

Lent we hear the story of the adulterous woman who receives the mercy of God and re-

forms her life (John 8: 1 – 11).

PASSION SUNDAY AND HOLY WEEK

The Sixth Sunday in Lent, properly called Passion Sunday, begins with The Commemora-

tion of the Lord’s entrance into Jerusalem. The opening ritual takes place in the front of 

the church with the blessing of the palms and the reading of Jesus entry into Jerusalem 

according to one of the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, or Luke. This may be an 

actual procession of palms, a solemn entrance, or a simple entrance. During the Mass the 

focus shifts to the passion of Jesus Christ and the Passion Narrative according to Mat-

thew, Mark or Luke is read (the Gospel of John is read on Good Friday.)

The weekdays of Lent continue the theme of the movement towards Easter. The weekday

readings from the Fourth Week forward are from the Gospel of John. Lent officially ends 

on Holy Thursday with the Mass of the Lord’s Supper.
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CONCLUSION

The season of Lent is about our baptismal journey. It leads us to a deeper understanding 

of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus, laying down our lives in some small ways, as we 

follow Jesus through the Paschal Mystery. The readings in the Sunday liturgies especially 

give us the opportunity to remember how God has worked through time calling his peo-

ple to salvation and fulfilling his promise in Jesus Christ. It is a time of personal penance, 

caring for others, and listening more attentively to the readings from Scripture that bring 

alive today God’s intention for the world.


