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Lent, 2009
To: Pastors, Deacons, Parish Life Coordinators, Musicians and Liturgists

I have had various questions regarding Lent and the use of music, holy water and the composition of candles. Therefore, I thought it might be beneficial to compile this information for your use.  I hope you find it helpful.

Composition of Candles

May oil candles be used during the liturgy? In my parish only wax candles are used.

The Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy Newsletter addressed this concern in the November 1984 issue. The following is an excerpt from that issue.

The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) states the following with regard to the use of candles: "The candles, which are required at every liturgical service out of reverence and on account of the festiveness of the celebration (cf.no.117), are to be appropriately placed either on or around the altar in a way suited to the design of the altar and the sanctuary so that the whole may be well balanced and not interfere with the faithful's clear view of what takes place on the altar or what is placed on it" In an interpretation of the previous GIRM 269, the Congregation for Divine Worship stated the following in 1974: The GIRM prescribes candles for Mass ‘as a sign of reverence and festiveness'. But is makes no further determination regarding the material of their composition, except in the case of the sanctuary lamp, the fuel for which must be oil or wax (see Holy Communion and Worship Outside Mass, Introduction, no. 11). The faculty that the conferences of bishops possess to choose suitable materials for sacred furnishings applies, therefore, to the candles for Mass. That faculty is that they are appropriate for sacred use. Candles intended only for liturgical use should be made of material that can provide a living flame without being smoky or noxious and that does not stain the altar cloths and coverings. Electrical bulbs are banned in the interest of safeguarding authenticity and the full symbolism of light" (Notitiae 10 [1974] 80, no. 4; see Liturgy Documentary Series 2: General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 112-113).

Since the National Conference of Catholic Bishops has never employed the above-noted faculty to permit the use of materials other than wax in the production of candles, the use of such other material either in substitutes for or in imitations of candles is not permitted in the liturgy. Therefore, oil lamps may be used only "in the case of the sanctuary lamp," as indicated above. Candles made of wax are to be used in the celebration of the Mass and other liturgical rites. Furthermore, because of their very nature, imitations of candles should not be used in the liturgy as, for example, "permanent" paschal candles, etc. Nor should electrical bulbs be used in liturgical celebration. In the interests of authenticity and symbolism, it is likewise most unfitting that so-called vigil lights be used for devotional purposes.
What considerations should be given for the Paschal Candle used at the Easter Vigil?
The Paschal Candle should be made of wax, never be artificial, be replaced each year, be only one in number, and be of sufficiently large size that it may convey the truth that Christ is the light of the world. The Paschal Candle is the symbol of the light of Christ, rising in glory, scattering the darkness of our hearts and minds. Above all, the Paschal Candle should be a genuine candle, the pre-eminent symbol of the light of Christ. Choice of size, design, and color should be made in relationship to the sanctuary in which it will be placed.
Holy Water during Lent

Should we remove the holy water from our parish’s baptismal and holy water fonts during Lent?

Draining the font of holy water does not support one of the main themes of Lent:

Lent is marked by two themes, the baptismal and the penitential. By recalling or preparing for baptism and by repentance, this season disposes the faithful . . . to celebrate the paschal mystery. The baptismal and penitential aspects of Lent are to be given greater prominence in both the liturgy and liturgical catechesis. Hence, more use is to be made of the baptismal features proper to the lenten liturgy. (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 109)

The Congregation for Divine Worship wrote a response in 2000 to a request for clarification on this issue. Their response stated that removing holy water from the font during Lent is not permitted for two reasons:

1. This is an issue of custom, not law, and the liturgical laws in place do not address this recent innovation. However, this practice, “is contrary to a balanced understanding of the season of Lent, which though truly being a season of penance, is also a season rich in the symbolism of water and baptism, constantly evoked in liturgical texts.”

2. The fasting of Lent does not include fasting from sacramentals, such as the use of holy water.”

The response continues: “The practice of the church has been to empty the Holy Water fonts on the days of the Sacred Triduum in preparation of the blessing of the water at the Easter Vigil, and it corresponds to those days on which the Eucharist is not celebrated (i.e., Good Friday and Holy Saturday).”
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Music during Lent

The 2002 General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM), #313 states: “In Advent the organ and other musical instruments should be used with a moderation that is consistent with the season’s character and does not anticipate the full joy of the Nativity of the Lord. In Lent the playing of the organ and musical instruments are allowed only to support the singing. Exceptions are Laetare Sunday (Fourth Sunday of Lent), solemnities, and feasts.”

In an article from Rite magazine (November/December 2006), Dennis Smolarski, SJ addresses this question also.  His final comments are this: “Certainly it is not in the spirit of the current norms to have elaborate organ-trumpet voluntaries when people are gathering before Lenten liturgies. It probably may be a good thing occasionally to refrain from singing (and from instrumental music) during the preparation of the gifts or after communion during Lent. (And I would add from prelude music as well) However, given the development of liturgical music since the Second Vatican Council in the English-speaking world, and given that some music can be quite somber and can help people focus on the season or event being observed, it certainly seems possible to make use of a quiet instrumental piece occasionally (emphasis added) during Lent as long as it is done in “moderation” (in lines with the explicit norm for Advent) and the reason for – and spirit of – the general norm is kept intact.”
