
Candles at the Altar 

The main use of candles is to remind us of Christ as the 
light of the world — Jesus came into our world of sin and 
death to bring the light of God to us. He expressed this in 
the Gospel of John: “I am the light of the world; he who 
follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the 
light of life” (John 8:12). 

Altar candles also bring to mind that many of the perse-
cuted 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.  This should remind us of the        
possibility that we too could be in a similar situation,     
celebrating Mass under threat of persecution.   

The use of candles on the altar began before the 12th century. While candles no longer have a practical 
purpose, they are required for use in the liturgy and 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. 

 

Candles add a more festive character to the celebration of Mass.  
According to the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM): 
“The altar is to be covered with at least one white cloth. In addition, 

on or next to the altar are to be placed 
candlesticks with lighted candles: at 
least two in any celebration, or even 
four or six, especially for a Sunday Mass 
or a Holy Day of Obligation, or if the 
Diocesan Bishop celebrates, then seven candlesticks with lighted can-
dles.” Candles may also be used in the entrance and recessional proces-
sions 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 traditionally made of beeswax, according to the Catholic Encyclope-
dia, this symbolizes the pure flesh of Christ received from his Virgin Mother, the 
wick signifies the soul of Christ, and the flame represents his divinity.  Candles 
are still required to be made, a least partially, with beeswax.  
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The Church, in her wisdom, realizes the power behind the symbolism of using candles and how they 
can reignite a drooping spirit and fill it with the fire of divine love — a spiritual impact on our souls. 
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