
The Ember Days are four sets of three seasonal days of prayer, fasting and abstinence. They fall equidistant in the
cycle of the year and each of them contains a Wednesday, Friday and a Saturday of the same week. On these days,
Catholics traditionally fast as they would on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, except they are permitted to eat meat
as part of the main meal on the Wednesday and Saturday.
Advent Ember days will fall on the 18th and 20th of December. Saturday is also the feast of St. Thomas the Apostle.
Such Ember Days, also known as the “fasts of the four seasons”, were said to have been introduced into England by St
Augustine of Canterbury as a way of thanking God for the gifts of nature and to cultivate the virtues of moderation
and prudence in the use of worldly goods. In Catholic England, there was a verse to help people remember when they
fell: “Fasting days and Emberings be Lent, Whitsun, Holyrood, and [St] Lucie,” and a shorter mnemonic that went:
“Lenty, Penty, Crucy, Lucy.”
Traditionally, Embertides have been seen also as opportune moments to prepare prayerfully for ordination of
diocesan clergy.

What are Ember days?

Definition Liturgy: In its original meaning, a ‘public work’ or service done in the name of or on behalf of the 
people.  

We naturally use the word ‘heart’ to express a predominant aspect of personality. For instance, a
generous person is referred to as ‘big hearted’ and a courageous person as ‘brave hearted’ but as St.
Francis de Sales said, only God is able to see the ‘heart’ in its entirety.

Within the Sacred Heart the Church sees the mystery of the hypostatic union of Christ's Divine and
Human nature. Out of love for us, Jesus became incarnate, assuming on our human nature in order to
redeem it so that “we may be made partakers of His divine nature” (Offertory). The ‘Sacred Heart’
therefore expresses the perfect personal love of the Blessed Trinity for us. The Sacred Heart of Jesus
redeems us and so performs the perfect liturgical action. The Sacred Heart does this uniquely and
without the need of an intermediary (St. Thomas Aquinas compares this joint action to that which
occurs at Mass ‘disjoint’ as priest is necessary to offer the liturgy).

The general modes of action of the Sacred Heart are Purification and Sanctification and they are
symbolized either directly or implicitly in the liturgy by blood and water. For instance, in the Sacrament
of Baptism water is clearly seen to symbolize purification from sin. The Symbolism of being submerged
in water is dying to sin and rising to a new supernatural life. Within the Mass at the offertory, water is
added to wine. The water symbolizing purification of the humankind and the wine will become the
blood of sacrifice. When the Sacred Heart was pierced at the crucifixion we are told by St John, ‘blood
and water’ flowed. We may reasonably think that the water may have issued initially but St John
mentions blood first. The blood represents Jesus’ sacrifice which is a precondition to purification.
Before Mass we receive the sprinkling of Holy Water to purify us but this has only been made possible
by Jesus’ sacrifice.

How the Sacred Heart is manifested in the Scripture reading:               

• The readings show how how all the prophecies are fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
• By ‘essence’, the readings are the word of God and therefore irrespective of understanding will open 
a window of grace.
• The Word of God is read for the living and the dead and is therefore a consolation for the suffering 
souls in purgatory.
The Sacredness of the liturgy is shown by:

• the use of the sacred language,
• sacred Vestments and
• the orientation of the liturgical action. ( e.g. facing  ‘liturgical east’ symbolizing waiting for the 
second coming of Christ).
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