
General Texts
The annual observance of Lent is the special season for 
the ascent to the holy mountain of Easter.

Through its twofold themes of repentance and baptism, 
the season of Lent disposes both the catechumens and the 
faithful to celebrate the paschal mystery. Catechumens are 
led to the sacraments of initiation by means of the rite 
of election, the scrutinies, and catechesis. The faithful, 
listening more intently to the word of God and devot-
ing themselves to prayer, are prepared through a spirit of 
repentance to renew their baptismal promises.

Ceremonial of Bishops 249

Lent runs from Ash Wednesday until the Mass of the Lord’s 
Supper exclusive.

The Alleluia is not used from the beginning of Lent 
until the Easter Vigil.

On Ash Wednesday, which is the beginning of Lent and is 
observed everywhere as a fast day,  ashes are distributed.

The Sundays of this season are called the First, Second, 
Third, Fourth, and Fifth Sundays of Lent. The Sixth Sun-
day, which marks the beginning of Holy Week, is called 
Passion Sunday (Palm Sunday).

Holy Week has as its purpose the remembrance of Christ’s 
passion, beginning with his Messianic entrance into Je-
rusalem.

At the Chrism Mass on Holy Thursday morning the 
bishop, concelebrating Mass with his presbyterate, 
blesses the oils and consecrates the chrism.

General Norms for the Liturgical Year and Calendar 27–31

Baptism
The whole initiation must bear a markedly paschal charac-
ter, since the initiation of Christians is the first sacramental 
sharing in Christ’s dying and, rising and since, in addition, 
the period of purification and enlightenment ordinar-
ily coincides with Lent and the period of postbaptismal 
catechesis or mystagogy with the Easter season. All the 
resources of Lent should be brought to bear as a more 
intense preparation of the elect and the Easter Vigil should 
be regarded as the proper time for the sacraments of initia-
tion. Because of pastoral needs, however, the sacraments 
of initiation may be celebrated at other times.

During Lent, the period of purification and enlighten-
ment, the faithful should take care to participate in the 
rites of the scrutinies and presentations and give the elect 
the example of their own renewal in the spirit of pen-
ance, faith, and charity. At the Easter Vigil, they should 
attach great importance to renewing their own baptismal 
promises.

The rite of election or enrolment of names should as a 
rule be celebrated on the First Sunday of Lent. 

•

•

The period of purification and enlightenment, which 
the rite of election begins, customarily coincides with 
Lent. In the liturgy and liturgical catechesis of Lent the 
reminder of baptism already received or the preparation 
for its reception, as well as the theme of repentance, renew 
the entire community along with those being prepared to 
celebrate the paschal mystery, in which each of the elect 
will share through the sacraments of initiation.1 For both 
the elect and the local community, therefore, the Lenten 
season is a time for spiritual recollection in preparation 
for the celebration of the paschal mystery.

This is a period of more intense spiritual preparation, 
consisting more in interior reflection than in catechetical 
instruction, and is intended to purify the minds and hearts 
of the elect as they search their own consciences and do 
penance. This period is intended as well to enlighten the 
minds and hearts of the elect with a deeper knowledge 
of Christ the Saviour. The celebration of certain rites, 
particularly the scrutinies (see nos. 128-133) and the 
presentations (see nos. 134-136), brings about this process 
of purification and enlightenment and extends it over the 
course of the entire Lenten season.

Because they are asking for the three sacraments of initia-
tion, the elect must have the intention of achieving an 
intimate knowledge of Christ and his Church, and they 
are expected particularly to progress in genuine self-
knowledge through serious examination of their lives 
and true repentance. 

In order to inspire in the elect a desire for purification 
and redemption by Christ, three scrutinies are celebrated. 
By this means, first of all, the elect are instructed gradually 
about the mystery of sin, from which the whole world and 
every person longs to be delivered and thus saved from its 
present and future consequences. Second, their spirit is filled 
with Christ the Redeemer, who is the living water (gospel 
of the Samaritan woman in the first scrutiny), the light of 
the world (gospel of the man born blind in the second 
scrutiny), the resurrection and the life (gospel of Lazarus in 
the third scrutiny). From the first to the final scrutiny the 
elect should progress in their perception of sin and their 
desire for salvation.

By ancient usage, the presentations, since they take place 
after the scrutinies, are part of the same period of purifica-
tion and enlightenment. They are celebrated during the 
week. The presentation of the Creed to the catechumens 
takes place during the week after the first scrutiny; the 
presentation of the Lord’s Prayer during the week after the 
third scrutiny. For pastoral reasons, however, to enrich the 
liturgy in the period of the catechumenate, each presenta-
tion may be transferred and celebrated during the period 
of the catechumenate as a kind of ‘rite of passage’.

Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults  
cf. 8, 9, 19. 21, 125–126, 129–130
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Penance
The season of Lent is most appropriate for celebrating 
the sacrament of penance. Already on Ash Wednesday the 
people of God has heard the solemn invitation ‘Turn away 
from sin and believe the good news.’ It is therefore fitting 
to have several penitential celebrations during Lent, so that 
all the faithful may have an opportunity to be reconciled 
with God and their neighbour and so be able to celebrate 
the paschal mystery in the Easter triduum with renewed 
hearts.� Rite of Penance 13

Lent precedes and prepares for Easter. It is a time to hear 
the Word of God, to convert, to prepare for and remember 
Baptism, to be reconciled with God and one’s neighbour, and 
of more frequent recourse to the ‘arms of Christian penance’: 
prayer, fasting and good works (cf. Mt 6, 1-6. 16-18).

Popular piety does not easily perceive the mystical aspect 
of Lent and does not emphasize any of its great themes or 
values, such a relationship between “the sacrament of forty 
days” and “the sacraments of Christian initiation”, nor the 
mystery of the “exodus” which is always present in the 
lenten journey. Popular piety concentrates on the myster-
ies of Christ’s humanity, and during Lent the faithful pay 
close attention to the Passion and Death of Our Lord.

In the Roman Rite, the beginning of the forty days of 
penance is marked with the austere symbol of ashes which 
are used in the Liturgy of Ash Wednesday. The use of 
ashes is a survival from an ancient rite according to which 
converted sinners submitted themselves to canonical pen-
ance. The act of putting on ashes symbolizes fragility and 
mortality, and the need to be redeemed by the mercy of 
God. Far from being a merely external act, the Church 
has retained the use of ashes to symbolize that attitude of 
internal penance to which all the baptized are called dur-
ing Lent. The faithful who come to receive ashes should 
be assisted in perceiving the implicit internal significance 
of this act, which disposes them towards conversion and 
renewed Easter commitment.

Notwithstanding the secularisation of contemporary 
society, the Christian faithful, during Lent, are clearly 
conscious of the need to turn the mind towards those 
realities which really count, which require Gospel com-
mitment and integrity of life which, through self denial 
of those things which are superfluous, are translated into 
good works and solidarity with the poor and needy. 

Those of the faithful who infrequently attend the sacra-
ments of Penance and the Holy Eucharist should be aware 
of the long ecclesial tradition associating the precept of 
confessing grave sins and receive Holy Communion at 
least once during the lenten season, or preferably during 
Eastertide.� Directory on Popular Piety 124 –125

It is fitting that the Lenten season should be concluded, 
both for the individual Christian as well as for the whole 
Christian community, with a penitential celebration, so 
that they may be helped to prepare to celebrate more fully 
the paschal mystery. 

These celebrations, however, should take place before the 
Easter Triduum and should not immediately precede the 
evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper.

Psachale Solemnitatis 37

Scripture
It is on this harmony of the two Testaments that the Pas-
chal catechesis of the Lord is built, and then, that of the 
Apostles and the Fathers of the Church. This catechesis 
unveils what lay hidden under the letter of the Old Tes-
tament: the mystery of Christ. It is called “typological” 
because it reveals the newness of Christ on the basis of 
the “figures” (types) which announce him in the deeds, 
words, and symbols of the first covenant. By this re-read-
ing in the Spirit of Truth, starting from Christ, the figures 
are unveiled.Thus the flood and Noah’s ark prefigured 
salvation by Baptism, as did the cloud and the crossing of 
the Red Sea. Water from the rock was the figure of the 
spiritual gifts of Christ, and manna in the desert prefigured 
the Eucharist, “the true bread from heaven.”

For this reason the Church, especially during Advent and 
Lent and above all at the Easter Vigil, re-reads and re-lives 
the great events of salvation history in the “today” of her 
liturgy. But this also demands that catechesis help the faith-
ful to open themselves to this spiritual understanding of 
the economy of salvation as the Church’s liturgy reveals 
it and enables us to live it.

Catechism of the Catholic Church 1094–5

Sunday Readings� see page  5
Weekday Readings
The readings from the gospels and the Old Testament 
were selected because they are related to each other. They 
treat various themes of the Lenten catechesis that are 
suited to the spiritual significance of this season. Begin-
ning with Monday of the fourth week of Lent, there is 
a semi continuous reading of the Gospel of John, made 
up of texts that correspond more closely to the themes 
proper to Lent.

Because the readings about the Samaritan woman, the 
man born blind, and the raising of Lazarus are now as-
signed to Sundays, but only for Year A (in Year Band Year 
C they are optional), provision has been made for their 
use on weekdays. Thus at the beginning of the Third, 
Fourth, and Fifth Weeks of Lent optional Masses with 
these texts for the gospel have been inserted and may be 
used in place of the readings of the day on any weekday 
of the respective week.

In the first half of Holy Week the readings are about 
the mystery of Christ’s passion. For the chrism Mass the 
readings bring out both Christ’s messianic mission and its 
continuation in the Church by means of the sacraments.

Lectionary for Mass Introduction 98



Cycle of Prayer
Candidates for the Sacraments

especially on the Sundays of Lent
The Needy and Hungry of the World

especially on Lent Fast Day (Friday after 1st Sunday of Lent)
Women’s World Day of Prayer

(1st Friday in March)
Penitents and Wanderers

Season of Lent Pastoral Notes
Lent is the ‘joyful season’ in which we “prepare to celebrate 
the paschal mystery with mind and heart renewed.”  In 
Lent, the community of faith is blessed with a spirit of 
loving reverence for God and of willing service to neigh-
bour. The season of Lent begins on Ash Wednesday and 
concludes before the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper 
on Holy Thursday. 

Baptismal and Penitential Themes
The liturgy of Lent is marked by two closely related 
themes, the baptismal and the penitential.  It is a time 
of purification and enlightenment for the Elect, those 
preparing to receive the Sacraments of Initiation at the 
Easter Vigil. Their preparation is supported by the min-
istry of the local Church, the whole community of the 
faithful – in prayer, catechesis and personal witness. This 
support is particularly focused in the celebration of the 
Scrutinies on the 3rd, 4th and 5th Sundays of Lent. At the 
same time the community of the faithful recall their own 
baptism and prepare for its renewal. Both the elect and the 
local community join together in a spirit of repentance 
and conversion of heart, making Lent a time of spiritual 
recollection for the whole Church as it prepares for the 
celebration of Easter. 

Therefore Lent is a time for more intense prayer and re-
flection and for particular attention to the word of God.  
This takes place above all in the Sunday Eucharist. 

Lenten penance is not “only inward and individual, but 
also outward and social.”  Prayer, fasting, almsgiving, and 
other works of charity are the traditional ways of deepen-
ing conversion to Christ.

The First Sunday of Lent is the usual day for the celebra-
tion of the Rite of Election. During this rite, the Bishop 
of the Diocese asks the catechists and sponsors of those 
preparing for sacramental initiation whether the catechu-
mens (and those others seeking to complete sacramental 
initiation, – for example those baptised in other Christian 
communities. On receiving the assurance that they are the 
Bishop formally elects them and gives permission for them 
to proceed with their final preparation for the sacraments 
of initiation. The Church’s acceptance of the candidates 
is founded on their election by God, in whose name the 
Church acts. As a pledge of fidelity, the Elect inscribe their 
names in the book containing the list of those who have 
been chosen for initiation. 

Sponsors and godparents, as well as catechists, priests, 
and deacons have particular responsibilities toward 
the elect. They show the elect how to practice the 
gospel in personal and social life, sustain them in 
moments of hesitancy or anxiety, guide them, and 
bear witness on their behalf before the whole com-
munity. 

The presence of the Elect in the midst of the com-
munity provides a powerful reminder of the baptis-
mal character of the season, and of the encourage-
ment to all members of the Church to prepare for 
the renewal of their baptismal promises at the Masses 
of the Easter Vigil and Easter Day. The celebration 
of the scrutinies during the parish Sunday Eucharist 
not only heals and strengthens the elect, but helps 
all the faithful to deepen their own conversion. The 
scrutinies reinforce the significance of the gracious 
dismissal of catechumens from the Eucharistic as-
sembly throughout the year.

Because Lent is a time of preparation for the Easter 
sacraments, parents and godparents of infants to be 
baptised are also to receive appropriate formation 
so that the infants can be baptised on Easter Sunday, 
either at the Vigil or at one of the Masses during the 
day, or on one of the Sundays of Easter. 

As the season of Lent leads the elect to the sacra-
ments of initiation, so it leads the faithful to celebrate 
the sacrament of penance, which restores them from 
sin to baptismal innocence and reconciles them to 
God and the Church. Opportunities for communal 
(Form 2) and individual (Form 1) forms of recon-
ciliation should be provided, especially toward the 
end of Lent.  

Non-Sacramental Penitential rites can be worthily 
used throughout the Season to help the commu-
nity prepare for the celebration of the Sacrament 
of Penance.  

A homily is recommended at weekday Masses dur-
ing Lent; intercession for the elect and for sinners 
is especially appropriate in this season; and the Eu-
charistic Prayers for Masses of Reconciliation may 
be especially suitable. It is permitted to use these 
Eucharistic Prayers with other prefaces, such as those 
of the season of Lent, which highlight the themes 
of conversion and repentance.   

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Music should reflect the more sober mood of Lent 
and thus provide a contrast with the festive music 
of the Easter season which follows. The Gloria is 
not used in the Introductory Rites at Mass and the 
Alleluia is replaced by other gospel acclamations. 

The use of violet or purple vestments and the 
simplicity of decoration in the church reflect the 
penitential nature of this season.  

Any decoration of the Church or its altar during the 
season of Lent should be modest.  

The Liturgy of the Hours, and devotions such as the 
Stations of the Cross can play a part in stirring up a 
spirit of repentance during the season of Lent. 

The Role of the Bishop
The celebration of the Easter mystery is the high point 
of the Church’s year and is accomplished with the utmost 
solemnity. The intimately related seasons of Lent and Easter 
are therefore an eminently suitable time for the bishop 
as chief shepherd of the diocese to gather the flock of 
God’s people for special liturgical celebrations. Thus it 
becomes clear that initiation, reconciliation, and healing 
are essentially ecclesial acts. 

As the focal point of the church’s concern for the 
catechumens, admission to election belongs to the 
bishop. The presiding celebrant for the rite is the 
bishop himself or one who acts as his delegate. 

Following the ancient custom of the Church of 
Rome, the bishop is strongly encouraged to gather 
the faithful on Sundays or on other days during 
Lent, in the principal parish churches or places of 
pilgrimage in the diocese, to celebrate the liturgy 
with them.

Toward the end of Lent, the bishop gathers the clergy 
and the people of the diocese to bless the oils for the 
Church’s ministry to catechumens and the sick and 
to consecrate the chrism used in the sacraments of 
Easter initiation and holy orders. Although priests 
may bless oil before anointing catechumens in the 
initiation of adults and, in case of necessity, before 
anointing the sick, use of the oil blessed by the bishop 
expresses more strongly the ministry of the whole 
local Church. The bishop may take this opportunity 
to instruct the priests about the reverent use and safe 
custody of the holy oils. 

The Days of Lent
The season of Lent leads to the Easter Triduum, which 
begins with the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on 
Holy Thursday and ends with Evening Prayer on Easter 
Sunday. The final days of Lent together with the Easter 
Triduum make up Holy Week. Beginning on Passion 
Sunday (Palm Sunday) with Jesus’ messianic entry into 
Jerusalem, Holy Week recalls the passion and resurrec-
tion of Christ. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

The Sundays of Lent, Ash Wednesday, and the week-
days of Holy Week take precedence over all feasts 
and solemnities; only feasts and solemnities take 
precedence over the weekdays of Lent. 

Ash Wednesday, a day of fast and abstinence, sets the tone 
for Lent through the call to turn away from sin and to be 
faithful to the gospel.

The Sundays of Lent each have a special character drawn 
from the gospel of the day. On the first Sunday, the Church 
remembers how the Lord is led into the wilderness for 
forty days where he is tempted, and on the second, how 
Christ is transfigured on the mountain. On the next 
three Sundays, three great Johannine passages of major 
importance for Christian initiation are read: the Samaritan 
woman at the well, the man born blind, and the raising 
of Lazarus. While alternatives are given for years B and 
C, these gospels from year A may always be used with the 
other readings from year A, especially where the elect are 
preparing for Easter. Finally, on the last Sunday of Lent, 
the account of the Lord’s passion is proclaimed from one 
of the synoptic gospels. 

The first readings for the Sundays of Lent present 
the main elements of the history of salvation from 
its beginning until the promise of the new covenant. 
The readings from the letters of the apostles have 
been selected to complement the gospel and the first 
readings and, as far as possible, to make a connection 
between them. 

The opening prayers and prefaces for the Sundays of 
Lent serve to reinforce the power of the readings for 
these Sundays. The Scrutinies, which are celebrated 
on the Third, Fourth, and Fifth Sundays of Lent, draw 
from and build upon the gospel reading in particular 
for each of these Sundays. 

Other material
Paschale Solemnitatis — On preparing and celebrating 
the Easter Feasts: 6–37

www. liturgyoffice.org.uk/Calendar/Documents/LentPF.html

Rite of Penance: Introduction 36–37, Penitential 
Celebrations; Appendix 2 Sample Penitential Services 
— Penitential Celebrations during Lent

Resources for Lenten Celebrations:  
www.liturgyoffice.org.uk /Resources/Penance/LentRec.html

Cycle of Prayer
www.liturgyoffice.org.uk /Calendar/Cycle/LentCP.html

General Instruction of the Roman Missal: Use of 
flowers — 305; use of musical instruments —313; choice 
of texts —353–355

Celebrating the Mass: choice of texts —133

Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy
www.liturgyoffice.org.uk/Calendar/Documents/LentPP.html

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

•
•
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