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Walk into any Catholic Church, and it’s impossible to miss seeing candles.
There are candles on the altar, a special candle near the tabernacle, and candles in front of images or statues of the Sacred Heart, Our Lady, St. Joseph, or various other patron saints.
And these examples are just the bare minimum!

Go to a baptism, and there will be a huge decorated candle as well as candles for the godparents to hold.
Attend an Easter Vigil, and there will be the same large candle, small candles for the whole congregation, and a small bonfire will be lit outside the church preceding the Mass.

Then of course there are Advent candles ... the blessing of throats with candles on the feast of St. Blaise ... altar servers holding extra candles during the proclamation of the Gospel at Mass ... and the list goes on.

Why in the world do Catholics use so many candles?
The Significance of Candles in the Liturgy
The word “candle” comes from the Latin verb candeo meaning “to shine, glow, or burn.” As early as the eighth century, the word “candle” was introduced into the English language specifically in relation to liturgical practices.

Throughout Church history, the candle has represented Christ: the perfect candle, THE Light of the World. The first book of John gives a poetic description of this reality:
“What has come into being in [Christ] was life, life that was the light of men;
and light shines in darkness, and darkness could not overpower it…
[John] came as a witness, to bear witness to the light, so that everyone might believe through him.
He was not the light, he was to bear witness to the light.

The Word was the real light that gives light to everyone; he was coming into the world.” (Jn. 1: 4-9)
Traditionally, liturgical candles are made of beeswax, and this is no accident or coincidence. The worker bees who gather the pure nectar of flowers don’t participate in the reproduction of the species. They are solely responsible for gathering the nectar and feeding the baby bees. Reproduction is left to the queen bee and drone bees.

Because virgin worker bees dedicate their lives to the creation of the wax and the nourishment of the hive, these bees have come to represent Our Lady, the Virgin mother who gave birth to the pure flesh of Christ, with Christ’s pure flesh being symbolized by the pure beeswax. What a detailed, beautiful symbol of this reality!

Besides the general significance of candles, there are particular reasons why different candles are used for different parts of the liturgy.



Altar Candles
The use of candles on the altar appears to have begun before the 12th century. While the main use of candles has already been established (to remind us of Christ as the light of the world) altar candles also bring to mind the reality that many of the persecuted Christians in the first centuries celebrated Mass secretly at night or in the catacombs, with the only light being candlelight. The fortitude and perseverance of those Christians helped the Faith survive and thrive even into the 21st century.
Candles may also be used in the entrance and recessional processions of the Mass, and be carried to where the Gospel is read, as a sign of triumphant joy in the presence of the words of Christ.
Candles are actually so important to the proper dignity and celebration of the Mass that it is normally deemed a grievous offense to celebrate Mass without any candlelight.

On a very practical note, the number of candles lit on the altar tells us which Mass is being celebrated (a Low Mass or a Solemn High Mass, for example) or even who the main celebrant is (ex: an archbishop vs. a priest). Sunday Masses have more candles than a daily Mass, and sometimes more candles are lit for special feast days.

Sanctuary Lamp
The sanctuary lamp is placed in the church in the vicinity of the tabernacle, to remind the faithful of Christ’s real Eucharistic presence. It often has a red cover to distinguish it from other candles in the church.

In the Old Testament, the book of Exodus describes how God commanded the Israelites to crush pure oil from olives. They were to burn it perpetually in a lamp before the Tabernacle of the Testimony, which is the tent where the Ark of the Covenant and the sacred vessels for worship were kept (Ex 27:20). If this lamp signaled to the people a sacred presence, then how much more should we be aware of the holiest space in a Catholic Church, where God is truly present in the Eucharist?

Candles in Celebrations, Blessings, and Dedications
Candles play a part in the blessings of ashes and palms, the dedication of churches and cemeteries, and the Mass of a newly-ordained priest. Candles are also present at every sacrament except that of Penance.
In all of these cases, the candles represent the enlightened and sacred character which is brought to all these items, places, and events by Jesus Christ, the True Light.
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