
Lent

As the days of winter give way to spring in the 
Northern Hemisphere, the Church celebrates the 
season of Lent (the name “Lent” comes from the 
Old English word for “spring”). Like Advent, Lent 
is a season of preparation. As Advent prepares us 
to celebrate the Lord’s Nativity, Lent prepares us 
to celebrate the Paschal Mystery of the Lord in the 
Triduum and Easter Season. 

As the fathers of the Second Vatican Council 
intended, 

The Lenten season has a two-fold character: 
(1) it recalls baptism or prepares for it; (2) it 
stresses a penitential spirit. By these means 
especially, Lent readies the faithful for cele-
brating the paschal mystery after a period of 
closer attention to the Word of God, and more 
ardent prayer. . . . 

During Lent, penance should not only be 
internal and individual but also external and 
social. (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 
nos. 109-110)

During this season, the faithful are called to 
focus on the traditional penitential practices of 
prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. These practices help 
to purify the mind and heart and help us recognize 
our dependence on God and our solidarity with our 
brothers and sisters who lack the basic necessities of 
life. In this way, these practices call us to renew our 
baptismal commitment to be conformed to Christ as 
members of his Body. 

Lent is also the period of purification and 
enlightenment for those elected to receive the 
Sacraments of Initiation (Baptism, Confirmation, 
and Eucharist) at the Easter Vigil. Those who have 
never been baptized, having undergone a period of 
instruction and formation in Christian living called 
the catechumenate are called to the Sacraments of 
Initiation in the rite of election, typically celebrated 
by the diocesan bishop. The period of purification 
and enlightenment continues with the scrutinies, 
celebrated in the midst of the parish community. 
These rituals not only draw the elect toward the font 
and the Eucharistic table but rekindle in those already 
baptized a new commitment to their baptismal call.

The spirit of the Lenten season is expressed in 
liturgy and in popular piety. The Eucharistic liturgy 
is simpler. The Gloria is not sung (except on the 
two solemnities that often fall in Lent or at certain 
ritual Masses) and Alleluia is not used. Music and 
decoration are kept simple. More time is allowed for 
silence. Opportunities for reflection and to receive the 
Sacrament of Penance abound. Traditional devotions, 
particularly the Stations of the Cross, focus our 
attention on the sacrifice of Jesus who opened the 
gates of heaven for us.
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The final Sunday of Lent is Palm Sunday of the 
Lord’s Passion. The liturgy begins with the blessing 
of palm branches and, in some cases, procession to 
the church. The Gospel of the day is the account of 
the Lord’s Passion, focusing our attention on the fact 
that he was heralded as the Son of David and was 
condemned to crucifixion a few short days later. In 
this final week of Lent, called Holy Week, the Church 
celebrates the Chrism Mass. Traditionally, the Chrism 
Mass is celebrated on the morning of Holy Thursday. 
However, as is done in most dioceses in the United 
States, it is permitted to celebrate the Chrism Mass 

earlier in the week so that priests may return more 
easily to their parishes for the evening Masses. During 
the Chrism Mass, the bishop gathers with his priests, 
usually at the cathedral. The Chrism Mass includes the 
Renewal of Priestly Promises, the Blessing of the Oils 
of the Sick and of Catechumens, and the Consecration 
of Holy Chrism. Following the liturgy, representatives 
of each parish bring back to their parishes the oils 
that will be used in celebrating the sacraments in the 
coming year. 


