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Ash Wednesday 

  

Ash Wednesday is a Christian holy day that occurs 46 days before Easter. In 2024, it will be observed 

on February 14th. It is the first day of Lent, a period of penance, prayer, and sacrifice. During Lent, 

Christians are called to examine their lives, deepen their relationship with God, and make sacrifices in 

preparation for Easter. Ash Wednesday is observed by a number of Christian denominations, including 

but not limited to Catholics, Lutherans, Anglicans, Methodists, Nazarenes, and Moravians. The date of 

Ash Wednesday changes every year because Easter is set for the first Sunday after the first full moon 

of spring. 

 

On Ash Wednesday, a religious service is held with a liturgy reflecting the tone for the rest of Lent, 

including readings from the Bible, prayers, and hymns focusing on repentance, sacrifice, and spiritual 

renewal. Those observing the holiday, with or without attending service, may choose to receive ashes 

on their foreheads in the shape of a cross. The ashes are made from the palm branches that were 

blessed on the previous year's Palm Sunday. They serve as a reminder of mortality and as a visible 

sign of the commitment to turn away from sin and turn towards God. 

 

Ash Wednesday is a fast day. Fasting on Ash Wednesday may include eating only one full meal and 

two smaller meals. Additionally, those observing Ash Wednesday may abstain from meat on that day 

as well as on all Fridays throughout Lent. Fasting and abstinence are forms of penance, and they help 

to draw one’s focus to spiritual matters rather than physical ones. 

 

How Should I Accommodate Employees Who Want to Observe Ash Wednesday?  

 

If you have employees who wish to observe Ash Wednesday, there are several ways you can 

accommodate them in the workplace: 

 

• Allow time off or flexible scheduling: Consider allowing employees to take time off or adjust their 

schedules so they can attend religious services and/or receive ashes. This could mean starting 

work earlier or later or taking a longer lunch break. By allowing employees to adjust their 

schedules, you are showing that you respect their religious identity and are willing to make 

accommodations to support them.  

 

• Be respectful: If an employee chooses to wear ashes on their forehead, it is important to 

respect their religious observance and not make them feel uncomfortable or discriminated 

against. This could mean educating other employees about the significance of Ash Wednesday 

and the ashes and ensuring that no one makes negative comments or acts in a discriminatory 

manner. 

 

• Provide a quiet space: If your workplace is particularly busy or noisy, consider providing a quiet 

space where employees can go to pray or reflect during their breaks.   
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• Communicate: Make sure you communicate any accommodations or changes to schedules or 

policies in advance, so all employees are aware and prepared. 

 

Ash Wednesday is an important day for Christians of various denominations around the world. In some 

countries, it is a public holiday (e.g., Jamaica, Panama). Spiritually, it marks the beginning of the Lenten 

season, a time of reflection, and personal growth. As an employer, it is important to be aware of the 

significance of Ash Wednesday to your employees and to accommodate their needs and beliefs where 

possible. By doing so, you can help foster a workplace culture that values diversity and inclusion.  

 

For more useful information on world religions, subscribe to Tanenbaum’s online resource, 
Religion at Work: A (Human) Resource. Visit the Tanenbaum Workplace Resources page for 
additional Tanenbaum fact sheets and contact Tanenbaum at membership@tanenbaum.org.  
 

https://tanenbaum.org/religion-at-work-resource/
https://tanenbaum.org/about-us/what-we-do/workplace/workplace-resources/
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