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Praise for The Catholic Catalogue

“Putting the richness of Catholic liturgy and life on full display, Melissa Musick and Anna Keating show us that Christianity is constituted by keeping habits, performing practices, and embodying the traditions of the Church. This book will be useful to Catholics, indeed to all Christians, looking for ways to make their faith practical. At one point, this remarkable mother-and-daughter team quote Thomas Aquinas, who reminds us, ‘The things we love tell us what we are.’ The Catholic Catalogue instructs us in the virtue of love and thus helps to make us what we are called to be: disciples.”

—Stanley Hauerwas, professor, Duke Divinity School

“It is written that faith without works is dead; one could not ask for a better guide to a lively life of faith. The Catholic Catalogue offers ritual recipes for the everyday and extraordinary moments alike; presenting often-neglected wonders from two thousand years of tradition in precisely the form we need them today. Every domestic church should have one.”

—Nathan Schneider, author of God in Proof: The Story of a Search from the Ancients to the Internet

“From St. Polycarp’s martyrdom to prayerful room blessings, The Catholic Catalogue offers a smart, modern look at the varied aspects of our faith tradition. Through personal stories and well-researched history, Musick and Keating not only describe the building blocks for a Catholic household but demonstrate why, for so many, the Catholic Church feels like home.”

—Kerry Weber, managing editor for America and author of Mercy in the City
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Birds aren’t known by what they feel or think. They’re known by habits and habitats, by diet and coloration. Tree-clinging birds do just that; they cling to trees. So field guides to birds are arranged by areas of identification that might help you find, say, a Bohemian Waxwing or a Western Tanager.

We’ve written a field guide to the daily acts that make up a Catholic life, for Catholics, like birds, can be identified by habits and habitat, by diet and coloration. Like bird life, our life can be identified by its practices. Some of ours are going to Mass on Sundays and holy days of obligation; saying certain prayers at certain times of the day; making our confessions; fasting during Lent and feasting during Easter; and wearing the white baptismal garment, the religious medal, the alb, or the clerical collar.

Before all else Catholicism is a life, a life that moves through cycles and seasons. That’s why this book, this field guide, is divided into sections organized around these times and seasons—of the Church year, of human life—and the elements—smells and bells, religious signs and symbols, fasting and feasting, gathering and processing, baptizing and burying—that mark us as Catholics.

Some of us grew up celebrating St. Lucy’s Day with breakfast in bed, or cooking minestrone soup on the Memorial of St. Joseph the Worker, but many of us did not. Many of these cultural practices have been lost. Perhaps you grew up Catholic but you’re not sure what it means to be Catholic. Maybe you want to know more about your faith and its practices. Perhaps you are considering joining the Church, or you just joined and you’re unsure of how to keep track of feast days and name days and maybe wondering why they even matter. Maybe you’d like to know what a wake is and how it differs from a funeral. Maybe you’re curious about what it means to keep Lent. Maybe you’d like a book to give to non-Catholic friends and family who have questions about the flock of which you are a part. If so, this book is for you.

If you’ve ever used a field guide, or a cookbook, you know that it doesn’t have to be read in order from front to back. Probably you’ll start with what interests you most. In a field guide to birds, it might be identifying the little bird with the red crest you saw this morning. In that case, you’ll start with your geographical area and then go on to characteristics of birds in that region. In a cookbook, you’ll probably go to the section that meets your needs. If you’re planning to make a birthday cake, you’ll turn to pastries. Use this book in the same way. If you wonder why Catholics use incense and holy oil, go to “Smells and Bells.” If you’ve heard of the Advent wreath but you don’t know how to pray around it, go to “Advent.” If you’re going to be a godparent or will be attending an infant baptism for the first time, go to “Childhood and Adolescence.”

People usually pick field guides because they are interested in a subject. Often, a cursory glance becomes a study, and the casual glance at birds outside the window progresses to a walk in the forest with a pair of binoculars. That’s our hope with this guide, too. Start anywhere you like, with any practice that catches your attention or speaks to your heart. This book is an opportunity to discover, or rediscover, the sounds and sensations of being Catholic. We pray the life will draw you in and delight you, and fill your days with its riches.


Melissa Musick

June 9, 2015, Memorial of St. Ephrem the Syrian, deacon and Doctor of the Church







[image: ][image: ]






[image: ][image: ]



[image: ][image: ]




What We Keep: The Veneration of Holy Relics


And so we afterwards took up his bones which are now more valuable than precious stones and finer than refined gold, and laid them in a suitable place.

—From an eyewitness account of the martyrdom of St. Polycarp, AD 155



Catholicism is all about what we keep: communion with God and the saints, communion with one another, communion with our beloved dead. In the Church, there is a way of keeping this communion that is centered on the veneration of relics. The word “relic” is from a Latin word, reliquiae, which means remains. First-class relics are the material remains of the bodies of canonized and beatified saints. A relic of this sort might be a piece of one of the saint’s bones, though, in some cases, the entire body of a saint is preserved. Second-class relics are objects, such as a piece of clothing that touched the saints’ bodies, or instruments used by the saints during their lifetime. An example of this is the writing desk at which St. Thérèse of Lisieux wrote The Story of a Soul. Third-class relics are objects, such as a piece of cloth, that have touched a first-class relic.

Venerating relics is part of the rich devotional life of the Church. Relics, like icons, are doorways into the divine. And, like icons, they can seem odd to Westerners, until we learn more about the ancient practice. As we reflect on the holy life of the saint whose relic we honor, we are drawn closer into the Christ to whom the saints have given their lives. The idea of relics may be new to you, and keeping relics may be a new practice, but it is grounded in simple human needs.

You may have a picture of a dead parent or grandparent or child or close friend. You may keep the picture in a special place in your house or in a locket you wear close to your heart. My husband carries his late father’s wallet. I carry my late mother’s billfold. These are daily objects for daily use, so we are prompted to remember our loved ones daily. You want to remember a person who was, and is, important to you, who taught you how to live, who showed you the pathways of faith. This is not worship, but it is right respect and honor.

Our very recent ancestors in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries commonly kept locks of hair. Christians found comfort in the soft hair and its assurance that the dead who once lived in this world will live forever in Christ. They are hidden from our sight, but we cherish the reminders of their mortal and eternal lives.

We venerate, or honor, relics, but we don’t worship them. We worship God alone. Theologians distinguish these two truths using the Greek words latria and dulia. Latria refers to the worship owed to God, and only God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Dulia refers to the veneration, or honor, we owe to the saints. You probably know the word “venerate” best from the Good Friday liturgy, when we are invited to come forward during the service to kiss or kneel before the cross. We do not worship the cross; we worship the One who hung upon it. But we do honor the cross as the instrument of our salvation.

THE MARTYRDOM OF POLYCARP

Relics have been venerated from the earliest days of the Church. The first documented case of Christians gathering the remains of a martyred saint and keeping those remains for veneration comes from the middle of the second century and the martyrdom of St. Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna, who was burned at the stake in AD 155.

Polycarp was consecrated a bishop by the apostle John, who died around the turn of the second century. Polycarp was beloved of his people and revered as a living link to the apostles. An eyewitness to Polycarp’s death recorded what he saw and heard for his fellow Christians. The writer describes Polycarp as the flames consume him:


The fire took on the shape of a hollow chamber, like a ship’s sail when the wind fills it, and formed a wall round about the martyr’s figure; and there he was in the centre of it, not like a human being in flames but like a loaf baking in the oven, or like a gold or silver ingot being refined in a furnace. And we became aware of a delicious fragrance, like the odour of incense or other precious gums. As the bones and ashes grew cool enough to be gathered up, the faithful took them and laid them in a suitable place.



The writer describes the saint’s remains as “more valuable than precious stones and finer than refined gold.”

VERONICA’S VEIL

Polycarp’s martyrdom marks the earliest known account of the harvesting and keeping of relics for veneration, but it may not be the earliest instance of such devotional practices. Recall the story of St. Veronica, whose name is related to the Latin phrase vera icona, that is, true icon, or true image. Catholics are familiar with the story of Veronica wiping Jesus’s bruised and bleeding face as he walked to the cross. Though this story is not recounted in Scripture, it has long been held as worthy of remembrance by the faithful and is part of the Stations of the Cross. Until 1600, the cloth, or “Veronica’s Veil,” was kept inside the old St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome.

When the new St. Peter’s was constructed under Pope Julius II, the cloth was lost, or, at least, it was considered lost. It turns out that for hundreds of years the cloth has been kept in a Capuchin church in Manoppello, in the Abruzzo region of Italy. The cloth measures 17 by 24 centimeters, and it bears the life-sized image of a human face. The cloth is finely woven and the face is finely featured. But scientists doing microscopic examinations of the image can find no trace of paint. Indeed, the fabric is byssus, a costly fabric made from weaving the threads a certain kind of sea mussel, a bivalve mollusk, makes, found on the ocean floor. The threads must be harvested from the sea during the month of May. There is at least one known living byssus weaver, a woman from the island of Sant’Antioco. She has seen the cloth in Manoppello and agrees that it is indeed byssus. She agrees that the cloth, though it can be dyed, will not hold paint.

The image seen on the cloth is that of a bearded man whose right cheek is swollen. His beard is partially ripped out. Fresh wounds can be seen on his forehead and lips. His nose appears to be broken. He looks like a man who has been beaten. The pupils of his eyes are black, and, though no scientist has found traces of paint, it does appear that the cloth around the eyes has been scorched, as if something or someone had heated the threads to a high temperature. Scholars who have studied both this cloth and the Shroud of Turin say the image on one matches the image on the other. It is the same man.

John described Jesus’s empty tomb in his Gospel. He writes of Peter and “the other disciple,” running to the tomb after hearing Mary Magdalene’s startling news that she had found it empty. The “other disciple” arrives first but does not go in. He waits for Peter. But the “other disciple” does look into the tomb and sees “the burial cloths there.” (Note the use of the plural.) John writes,


When Simon Peter arrived after him, he went into the tomb and saw the burial cloths there, and the cloth that had covered his head, not with the burial cloths but rolled up in a separate place (JOHN 20:6-7).



The Vatican takes no official position on the relic and its authenticity, but the Capuchins and citizens of Manoppello believe the cloth in their village church is “the cloth that had covered his head.” They do not worship this cloth, and if it were found to be unrelated to Christ’s death and burial, it would not shake their faith in Christ. Still, they venerate the cloth as a link to Christ, and the Church encourages the veneration as a reminder of Christ’s suffering. Pope Benedict XVI visited the shrine and prayed there in September of 2006.

In the stories of relics kept and venerated throughout the ages it is important to note what is kept. Property is not venerated. Currency is not venerated. Gold and jewels are not venerated. What is venerated is some link, some connection to a saint. The value lies not in the relic itself, but in the holiness of the one to whom it belonged in life, and often the relic is kept in a central place where the whole community can see and appreciate it.

Some find the harvesting and keeping of relics by the Church distasteful, but think about what we often strive to keep after a loved one dies: money and houses and jewelry. Heirs fight over such things. Families are torn apart by squabbles over inheritance. Is it more distasteful to keep the fingernail of a saint than to keep Mom’s money market account?

What we choose to keep tells us what matters to us. Consider what you have that reminds you of the dead. Why does it remind you of that person, and how do you use that object in your life? I still have my grandmother’s pancake griddle. I’ve used it regularly for almost forty years, and I always think of her when I take it down from its hook. Though my grandmother is not a canonized saint, she taught me what it means to follow Christ. I am reminded of her teaching whenever I use a tool she used and respected. Maybe you have kept something that should be given away, either to a family member or to someone in the community who has need of it. We live in an age of hoarding, of getting and keeping long past our ability to store or use or enjoy an item. As we reflect on relics, perhaps we should clean out some closets and give away what belongs to another, keeping only those things that bring goodness into every aspect of our lives.
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Holy Water and the Sign of the Cross


Let us then not be ashamed to confess the Crucified. Be the cross our seal, made with boldness by our fingers on our brow.

—St. Cyril of Jerusalem, fourth century



When my son was a baby I enrolled him in a Parent’s-Morning-Out program at a local Presbyterian church. A few mornings a week he’d play with other two-year-olds, sing songs, and read stories. But his favorite thing about the program was that it took place in a building full of water fountains. Before drop-off and after pickup, he’d stop at a water fountain, pull up a step stool, and take a sip.

One day, he dipped his hand in the water fountain and made the sign of the cross. With great concentration he drew his right hand from his forehead to his breast, then from his left shoulder to his right shoulder, mimicking the gesture he’d witnessed at table and church.

I smiled as I watched him as he was lost in the rhythm of this ancient gesture and delighted by an excuse to play in the water. I felt both happy and self-conscious, as the other parents—none of whom were Catholic—watched us as they walked by. I looked at my sweet boy, now soaked with water, and told him not to do it again, that water fountains were only for drinking. Like any good two-year-old he asked me why, and not knowing how to answer him, I let it drop.

After that it became a ritual. He would bless himself with water from the water fountain, every time I took him to Parent’s-Morning-Out. Unlike his mother, he was not ashamed.

THE SIGN OF THE CROSS

Christianity is a way (Acts 9:2). It’s a series of practices, both physical and spiritual, aimed at what Servant of God Dorothy Day once called “a revolution of the heart, a revolution which has to start with each one of us.” Catholicism isn’t an ideology or a philosophy. It is a religion: a lifetime of small acts, performed over and over again until they become an integral part of one’s life.

Pope Benedict XVI once wrote, “The most basic Christian gesture in prayer is and always will be the Sign of the Cross.” You don’t have to be educated or literate to perform this simple act, nor do you need to be educated or literate to understand it. Like all ritual gestures, it speaks without words. To make the sign of the cross is to say yes to God, yes to the Blessed Trinity, yes to the passion of Christ and the forgiveness of sin. The sign of the cross is a reaffirmation of one’s Baptism, a rejection of evil, and a way of “putting on Christ” (Galatians 3:27).

As early as the second century Tertullian writes that Christians marked the four points of the cross on their bodies. He writes: “In all our travels and movements, in all our coming in and going out, in putting on our shoes, at the bath, at the table, in lighting our candles, in lying down, in sitting down, whatever task occupies us, we mark our forehead with the sign of the cross.” The sign of the cross is still used by Orthodox, Eastern, and Latin Rite Catholics as well as by some Anglicans, Lutherans, and Methodists.

The first Christians traced the sign of the cross with a thumb on their foreheads. The early martyrs crossed themselves in this way before going to their deaths.

At Mass, before the Gospel is read, Catholics all around the world trace the sign of the cross with their right thumb over their forehead, mouth, and chest, praying silently that the Word of God might be always on their minds, on their lips, and in their hearts.

The cross was first traced on my children’s foreheads shortly after they were born. Within a couple of hours of their birth they had been marked as members of the Body of Christ by their parents and grandparents, and by the Eucharistic ministers who came to the hospital to bring us Holy Communion. When my daughter was born, she and I were the only people in the room when an elderly lay minister came to bring us the Eucharist. He entered the room and addressed my newborn daughter and myself as “Sisters in Christ.”

The cross would be traced on my children’s foreheads again at their baptism, and it will be traced again at their Confirmation.

At Mass we make the sign of the cross for our children when they are too little to know how, but also when we want to give them a blessing. And as they continue to grow they also learn how to make the sign of the cross for themselves, crossing their upper bodies before and after prayer, and when genuflecting before the Eucharist.

HOW TO MAKE THE SIGN OF THE CROSS

Different Christians make the sign of the cross in different ways. In the Latin Rite, we trace the outline of the cross over our upper body with our right hand, palm open. (The five fingers of the hand symbolize the five wounds of Christ.)

This can be done silently or with the words “In the name of the Father (touch forehead), and of the Son, (touch lower chest or stomach) and of the Holy Spirit (left shoulder and then right shoulder).” Some people kiss their fingers after making the sign of the cross as an additional act of reverence or devotion. Crossing one’s upper body in this way is an abbreviated form of a full body, head to toe blessing, which also occurred in the early Church.

When the sign of the cross is accompanied with the prayer, “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” it concludes with “amen,” a word that means “yes” or “it is so.” In saying “amen” we say yes to God, yes to the loving community of the Trinity, yes to the Incarnation, yes to taking up the cross, and yes to loving unto death. We also say yes to the fundamental reality of who we are: redeemed sinners.

In the Eastern Rite, the sign of the cross is made with the first three fingers of the right hand joined at the fingertips. These fingers represent the Trinity. The remaining two fingers are pressed against the palm, to represent the unity of Jesus’s human and divine natures.

In both the Latin and Eastern Rites, the sign of the cross can be made with or without holy water. Fonts of holy water, water that has been blessed by a priest, are placed at the entrances of Catholic churches. Before walking in and out of church on Sunday, Catholics dip their fingers in water and bless themselves, thus recalling their baptism and echoing the Jewish custom of ritually cleansing one’s hands before prayer.
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LIVING IN BODIES

When you stop to think about it, making the sign of the cross is a profound and scandalous act. Why would Christians want to recall, again and again, the broken and lifeless body of their God, and the instrument of torture used to execute him? Perhaps because the cross is a sign of God’s love for us—God’s radical solidarity with us—and at the resurrection, his triumph over sin and death. Dostoevsky writes of a man looking at an image of Christ on the cross and saying, “Beauty will save the world.”

I remember as a teenager sometimes wishing for a disincarnate, less bodily Christianity. I wanted to belong to a church that was less ancient, more modern, less strange. I worried when my parents made the sign of the cross in mixed company that people would think they were superstitious, or uneducated fools. I wanted God to be a private matter. I wanted him to live in my heart, not on my head. Being Catholic was embarrassingly bodily, and I knew that public expressions of religion, like the sign of the cross, were considered poor taste. As I’ve grown, I’m more grateful that the Church tells us that bodies matter. From the beginning, Christianity was more than a system of thought; it was a set of practices. Eventually I came to accept that those practices had formed me, and whether I liked it or not, I was Catholic in my bones.

Still, I made the sign of the cross for almost three decades before I fully appreciated its meaning. It took a two-year-old crossing himself in a public water fountain to show me. As I watched my son, lost in the rhythm of this ancient gesture, I saw how through faith we are all children of God in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:26). I saw how the cross of Christ transfigures ugliness, undoes inequality, and relieves dread. “For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).
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Palls, Vestments, Linens, and Habits


My dear children, you have become a new creation, and have clothed yourselves in Christ.

—from the Roman Catholic Rite of Baptism



Watching family and friends lay the funeral pall (the cloth laid over a casket before the procession into the church for the funeral Mass) is to observe a markedly domestic practice. They lift and place the pall like a bedspread or a tablecloth, smoothing the top, straightening the sides, and ironing out wrinkles with their hands. And, almost always, there is the final smoothing near where the dead person’s head lies in the casket. This is an instinctive act: tucking someone into bed, pulling the covers tight, the last touch to face or hair, the final words in the darkness.

The word “pall” is from the Latin word pallium, meaning “cloak.” Since the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, the cloth is usually white. The color white reminds us of the white baptismal garment. The baptismal gown is at the root of all Catholic vesture, or ritual clothing. It is the garment we all share in common, and with which, lay or ordained, we are all vested.

All the baptized receive, in the words of the rite, “the white garment [which is] the outward sign of [our] Christian dignity.” But some in the Church—all the ordained and some vowed religious—wear additional clothing as a sign of their calling and station.

The word “vestments” is from a Latin word vestitus, that means, simply, “clothing.” Through the centuries it has come to mean a certain type of ecclesiastical clothing. Because the twenty-first century is fairly casual in terms of dress, seeing vestments (or vesture, as it is sometimes called) can make us uneasy. Yet most of us know the effect of a particular kind of formal dress: the graduation gown, the doctor’s white coat, the pilot’s uniform, or the judge’s robe. Each of these denotes a station and a set of duties and responsibilities. The clothing speaks of skills mastered and the obligation to use those skills for good.
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The clothing that is worn affects its wearers as much as it does those of us who meet people clothed in the vesture of their offices. Donning the robe reminds a judge of her duty to put personal preferences and opinions aside and decide a case based solely on the applicable law. Putting on the firefighter’s helmet is a reminder of the pledge to put one’s own life at risk in order to save others. A surgeon dressed in flip-flops and shorts and wearing a cartoon T-shirt might be skilled and careful, but that look does not convey professionalism in the same way that a crisp white coat does.

Liturgical vestments (clothing worn during religious services) have an ancient history for both Jews and Christians. Exodus 28 details the rules for priestly vestments to be worn in the Jerusalem Temple. Scripture commands that “sacred vestments” be made “for the glorious adornment of your brother Aaron…to consecrate him as priest” (Exodus 28:2-3). The elements of the vestments include: “a breastpiece, an ephod [a sleeveless garment made of purple cloth, with various elaborate embellishments, to be worn by the priest], a robe, a brocade tunic, a turban, and a sash” (Exodus 28:4). They are to be made of “gold, violet, purple, and scarlet yarn and fine linen” (Exodus 28:5).

In the Church, vestments owe more stylistically to Rome than to Jerusalem, but they serve the same dual purpose: they bring the liturgical celebrant into the background, while bringing his role, or station, into the foreground. It is not “Father Frank’s Mass.” The Mass is an action of the Church, by the Church, for the life of the world. Parish members noting Father’s penchant for seasonal bow ties or his well (or poorly) tailored suits would find it harder to have him disappear into the rite.

I once asked a wise priest how he gets through presiding at the funeral of a beloved family member or friend. He said, “I do the same thing I do before any Mass; I remind myself that this is not about me.” And that’s the purpose of vestments as well, to remind the wearer that it’s not about him. As Theodore Klauser writes in A Short History of the Western Liturgy, our vestments had their origin in the fourth-century Roman courts of the emperor Constantine, where they were taken from imperial dress befitting various imperial offices, but they have been, in Klauser’s words, “spiritualized.” He writes,


Hence, none of us today when we see a bishop complete with mitre, pallium, pastoral staff, ring and bishop’s shoes, accompanied by lights and incense and presiding from a canopied throne, has the feeling that here we have a dignitary who is caught up in worldly affairs. On the contrary, in the course of a process which has gone on for centuries the insignia and privileges which were once the symbol of secular power have been so transformed that they now suppress the individuality of the human person who temporarily holds the office and brings to the forefront of our attention the spiritual nature of the high office he holds.



The elements of liturgical attire that are most familiar to us since the reforms of the Second Vatican Council are the alb, the stole, the chasuble, and the dalmatic.

The alb is the garment common to all ordained and instituted ministers of any rank. It is a white gown (“albus” is a Latin adjective, meaning “white”) and it reminds us of the white baptismal gown worn by everyone who has been received into a Christian church. The alb is customarily tied at the waist with a cincture, or rope belt.

When worn by a priest, the stole goes on over the alb like a scarf. Its two rectangular ends hang down below the knees. In ancient Rome, a stole functioned the same way a police officer’s badge does today, as a sign of office. But it also served as a work cloth for slaves, who might use it to polish items or wipe sweat from their faces. It is a sign both of office and of the work a priest is called to do. The stole will customarily be worn in the colors proper to the liturgical season.

If a deacon wears a stole, he drapes it over his left shoulder and across his chest, diagonally, like a sash. This style was first mandated in 633 by the Council of Toledo and continues to be the norm for a deacon’s stole.

The priest wears the chasuble over the alb and the stole. The chasuble is a loose, sleeveless, almost poncho-like garment, with a hole for the neck and a wide, circular shape. It helps to remember that the word “chasuble” comes from the Latin word casula, which means “little house.” Some see in the chasuble a reflection of the seamless garment Jesus wore to his crucifixion. As with the stole, the color of the chasuble clergy wears customarily reflects the color of the liturgical season.

The dalmatic is a vestment worn only by deacons. It is worn over the alb and the stole. The dalmatic is a form of ordinary clothing from the ancient Roman province of Dalmatia. It is a knee-length (though it can be longer) garment made with sleeves and slit down the sides. Until the ninth century, when the chasuble was introduced for priests, both priests and deacons wore the dalmatic. Like the stole and the chasuble, the color of the dalmatic a deacon wears reflects the liturgical season or a given feast.

The liturgical colors are white, red, green, purple, and rose.

White is used during Easter and Christmas; the Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity; celebrations of the Lord other than of his passion, celebrations of the Blessed Virgin Mary, of the Holy Angels, and of saints who were not martyrs; the Solemnity of All Saints (November 1) and the Solemnity of the Nativity of St. John the Baptist (June 24); and the Feast of St. John the Evangelist (December 27), the Feast of the Chair of St. Peter (February 22), and the Feast of the Conversion of St. Paul (January 25).

Red is used on Palm Sunday and Good Friday, on Pentecost Sunday, on celebrations of the Lord’s passion, on the “birthday” feast days of apostles and evangelists, and on celebrations of martyr saints.

Green is used in Ordinary Time.

Purple is used in Advent and Lent. It may also be worn for funerals.

Rose may be used, where it is the practice, on Gaudete Sunday (Third Sunday of Advent) and on Laetare Sunday (Fourth Sunday of Lent).

There is liturgical dress, and then, according to the Code of Canon Law, canon 284, there is also appropriate dress for priests and deacons outside of the liturgy:


Clerics are to wear suitable ecclesiastical garb according to the norms issued by the conference of bishops and according to legitimate local custom.



That means priests in the United States might, according to the customs of their diocese or order, wear black pants, black shirt, and a white collar (familiarly known as “clericals”) or the ankle-length black tunic called a cassock. In some dioceses in the United States, deacons wear black pants, gray shirts, and white clerical collars. The concern is for modest dress and for visibility. It may seem odd to speak of modesty and visibility in the same sentence, but daily clerical dress falls under the same category as liturgical vesture in that it brings the role forward while causing the individual within the role to fade.

Ordained or vowed religious life is not an hourly job; one is always fulfilling one’s calling. During the persecutions of Ugandan Christians under the reign of Idi Amin, between 1971 and 1979, those going to their deaths needed to see the shepherds among them. For those people the clerical collar was a sign of hope. When the Carmelite Sisters of Compiègne were condemned to death as traitors in July 1794, during the French Revolution, they fashioned makeshift habits out of rags to wear as they were carried through the streets on the way to the guillotine. As they mounted the scaffold, they renewed their monastic vows, asked permission of their superior to die, and began singing “Veni, Creator Spiritus” (“Come Holy Spirit”), their hymn of profession. Though the individuals were not necessarily recognizable, the crowds could see that these were vowed religious sisters going to their deaths.

Most religious orders for men and women have a distinctive garb, or dress. The habit often has its origins in the time in which the order was founded. For instance, the Franciscan habit is based on the dress of the poor in the time of their founder, St. Francis. The habit is a plain brown tunic, tied with a rope belt. The tunic had a hood for protection against the weather, and there are sandals for the feet. For many orders of women religious, the traditional habit was the dress customarily worn by widows in the time of their founding. When Blessed Teresa of Calcutta founded her order, she wrote of her desire that each sister “become Indian-minded.” To this end, she adopted an Indian sari for all the Missionaries of Charity. Not all religious wear habits. Their distinctive sign, they say, should be found in their works. Many will simply wear a cross that is particular to their order and calling. Others contend that they need to be recognizable to those in need and that the habit is a helpful, and constant, reminder of their calling.

There is a set of traditional prayers for a priest to say before, and as, he vests. Though it is no longer required that these prayers be used, neither is it forbidden. Here is the prayer for washing hands before vesting:


Give virtue to my hands, O Lord, that being cleansed from all stain I might serve you with purity of mind and body.



When we consider the clothing of the Church, let us consider how we present and conduct ourselves. Is there virtue in our hands? Are we recognizable as Christians by our words and deeds? Are we modest and dignified? Can we be identified as leaven and salt and light in the world? During the Rite of Baptism we pray that we will bring the dignity of what our white garments symbolize “unstained into the everlasting life of heaven.” May that be our prayer as well.
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Holy Oils and Incense


His head is anointed with the unction of sacred chrism, that the baptized person may understand that in his person a kingdom and a priestly mystery have met.

—John the Deacon (c. 500)

For we are the aroma of Christ for God.

—2 Corinthians 2:15a



HOLY OILS

Each time one of my children was baptized, the chrism rubbed into my son or daughter’s head seemed to soak into the baby’s scalp. I remember sitting and nursing the newly baptized child as the scent of balsam rose and enveloped us. The scent lasted for days, “the aroma of Christ for God” in my arms and at my breast. I am reminded of those sweet days every time I smell the blessed mixture of olive oil and balsam that is chrism. I am reminded of those sweet days every time another child or adult is anointed and baptized and given the true name we share, as members of “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation” (1 Peter 2:9).

Catholicism is an incarnational life. Because Christ became a man, fully human and like us in all things but sin, our flesh is made holy. Human flesh is of God and something we share with God. So Catholics worship God with their bodies as well as with their hearts and minds. Smells and tastes and movement and song are all part of our worship and our daily life.

One of the ancient fleshly practices of Catholicism is anointing with oil. It has its roots in Jewish tradition. Israelite kings were anointed with oil (1 Samuel 10:1; 2 Kings 9:3). Israelite priests were anointed with oil (Leviticus 8:30). We know that baptized Christians were anointed with chrism from at least the third century. In The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus (c. 215), Christians are instructed in the rite of baptism:


And afterward, when he comes up out of the water he shall be anointed by the presbyter [from the Greek word presbyteros, meaning, simply, priest] with the Oil of Thanksgiving, saying: “I anoint you with holy oil in the name of Jesus Christ.”



Hippolytus calls chrism “the oil of thanksgiving.” Psalm 45:8 calls it “the oil of gladness.” Such oil is not a salve or a liniment of the kind we use for sprains or other injuries. It is closer to perfumed oil, the oil we might smooth on our bodies before a date or a night out. It is an oil of celebration, and it is used in other liturgical celebrations in addition to baptism: Confirmation, priests’ and bishops’ ordinations, and for the dedication of churches and altars. St. John Chrysostom calls it “myrrh,” which was one of the gifts offered to the infant Christ, and he writes, “The myrrh is for the bride, the oil for the athlete.”

Chrysostom gets at the truth of our Catholic life; we are called to different tasks at different times, and we have oils for these various times. The Oil of Catechumens is used, as the name suggests, to anoint catechumens (someone who is undergoing instruction for the purpose of being received into the Church) before baptism. (It is also used to anoint infants before baptism.) The purpose is to strengthen those who are about to go down into the blessed waters. The prayer is that the anointed will be granted “wisdom to understand the Gospel more deeply…and strength to accept the challenges of Christian life.”

This reminds us of Chrysostom’s understanding of some holy oil as like the oil that is rubbed on an athlete’s body before a contest. The oil is to loosen and warm muscles, getting them ready for work.

We also anoint the sick and the dying with the Oil of the Sick. This anointing reminds us that because we share in the suffering of Christ, as a given of the human condition, our suffering is holy. The prayer for this anointing asks for healing “in body, in soul, and in spirit,” and deliverance “from every affliction.” The Oil of the Sick is a powerful antidote to other ills with which we are beset. Materialists seek only healing of the body. Spiritualists seek only healing for the mind. The Church knows that we are body and spirit, and that all aspects of our natures matter. The Church also knows that we can meet death with hope and can rejoice in a healing that may take place here or beyond our sight.

These oils are blessed by the bishop of each diocese during Holy Week and are distributed to each parish. Sometimes the oils are stored in a boxlike structure called an ambry. Each type of oil is in a separate container marked for its particular use.

“Incense” comes from the Latin word incendere, which means “to burn.” When I was a campus minister for Catholic students at a local college, my husband and I hosted Thursday night community suppers in our home. I often cooked big pots of clam sauce. The recipe called for many cloves of garlic, minced and sautéed. One student told me, “Even if I were blindfolded, I could find your house. I could smell where to go.” Sense memories take us places. We step into a house on Thanksgiving and the smells of cinnamon and cloves, of roasting onions and simmering gravy take us to every Thanksgiving feast of our lives. We open up the closet of a dead family member to clean it out and we are overcome by familiar odors of cologne or perfume and that particular something, the smell that evokes a whole person, a way of being, a history, a life.

For ancient Jews and Christians, and for us, thousands of years later, incense is the odor and the sign of prayer. Smoke always rises heavenward. In Psalm 141, the psalmist prays,


Let my prayer be incense before you;

my uplifted hands an evening offering (PSALM 141:2).



God instructs Moses to build a special altar for burning incense (Exodus 30:1-10). God tells Moses,


On it Aaron shall burn fragrant incense. Morning after morning, when he prepares the lamps, and again in the evening twilight, when he lights the lamps, he shall burn incense. Throughout your generations this shall be the regular incense offering before the Lord (EXODUS 30:7-8).



When the magi come to Bethlehem to pay homage to the infant Christ, one of the gifts they brought was frankincense, or incense. Frankincense is dried sap, or resin, from Boswellia trees that grow in the Middle Eastern deserts of Oman and Yemen, and in the African deserts of Somalia and Ethiopia. Lots of elements can be used to make incense, but when we speak of liturgical incense, think of frankincense rather than, say, sandalwood.

The tradition of using incense in worship comes to Christianity from “our elder brothers in faith,” the Jews. In Catholic worship, incense may be used to honor sacred objects such as the Gospel book, the altar, and the Precious Body and Precious Blood after the consecration. It is also used to honor human beings, living and dead. Incense is traditionally a part of evening prayer, “the twilight, when he lights the lamps,” as referenced in Exodus.

If you are interested in reading more about the value of incense in worship, get a copy of Sacred Signs by Romano Guardini. Here’s Guardini on the “free and objectless” beauty of incense. He compares it to the “waste” of costly oil Mary pours on Jesus at Bethany shortly before his crucifixion:


The offering of incense is like Mary’s anointing at Bethany. It is as free and objectless as beauty. It burns and is consumed like love that lasts through death. And the arid soul still takes his stand and asks the same question: What is the good of it?

It is the offering of a sweet savor which Scripture itself tells us is the prayers of the Saints….Like pure prayer it has in view no object but its own; it asks nothing for itself. It rises like the Gloria at the end of a psalm in adoration and thanksgiving to God for his great glory.







[image: ][image: ]



[image: ][image: ]




Making and Praying with Candles


I have three candles here on the table which I disentangle from the plants and light when visitors come….The flames move light over everyone’s skin, draw light to the surface of the faces of my friends.

—Annie Dillard, Holy the Firm



Catholics have a sacramental worldview. We believe that material things, properly used, can be vehicles of grace. Catholic liturgies include candles, music, art, water, wine, bread, oil, incense, vestments, and, in some parts of the world, even dancing, because it is believed that material realities can strengthen our spiritual relationship with God. God the Father may be pure spirit, but God the Son was incarnate, and we live in bodies and experience reality through them.

So while it isn’t necessary to light a candle in order to say a blessing at a meal, for example, it can be helpful, increasing in us a sense of attentiveness, gratitude, or reverence.

We use candles for both practical and mystical reasons. During the Mass, candles are used for beauty and illumination, but a lighted candle also represents Christ, as Jesus said in John 8:12, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” The candle’s flame thus represents Jesus, the light no darkness can extinguish. Some people see a light shining in the darkness as a sign of hope, others as a sign of love, as a candle produces light by giving of itself.

Many Catholic churches have banks of votive candles, usually placed before statues or icons, where people can kneel and pray at any time of day. These burning candles become a visible reminder of the prayers of the community rising up to God. Instead of “I’ll pray for you,” someone might say, “I’ll light a candle.”

Candles are used during the celebration of the Mass, and vigil lights are often kept burning near the tabernacle (where the Eucharist is kept) as a sign of Christ’s presence. At the Easter Vigil the Church gathers in the darkness and kindles a fire from which a candle is lit. The priest or deacon then blesses the candle, which symbolizes the risen Christ, the Morning Star. Catholics also pray with candles in the home during the season of Advent as they prepare for Christmas, or during Lent when they prepare for Easter.

Candles welcome us into the world and accompany our departure from it. Catholics receive a candle at their baptism, and they light a candle placed before a crucifix before receiving the sacrament of the anointing of the sick or viaticum, also known as last rites.

For official liturgies, the Church prefers that the candles be made of pure beeswax. Bees have often been praised by poets, naturalists, and theologians for pollinating flowering plants, as well as for producing honey and wax. St. Benedict, whose feast is on July 11, is the patron saint of beekeepers. Pope Pius XII in his 1948 address to beekeepers said, “Have not bees been sung in the poetry, sacred no less than profane, of all times?”

At the Easter Vigil bees are mentioned in the Exsultet, or Easter Proclamation: “On this, your night of grace, O holy Father, / accept this candle, a solemn offering, / the work of bees and of your servants’ hands. /…a flame divided but undimmed, a pillar of fire that glows to honor God. For it is fed by the melting wax, which the mother bee brought forth.”

For a long time no one knew exactly how bees reproduced, so the pure wax extracted by bees from flowers also came to symbolize the pure flesh of Christ, untainted by sin. Moreover, Catholics saw in beeswax candles a way of honoring both the work of human hands and the wonder of creation.

A good time to try lighting a candle as an aid to prayer might be before blessing and sharing a meal in your home. Notice how lighting a candle quiets the room, draws everyone’s attention, and helps people put aside the work and worries of the day before saying a blessing over the meal. Social scientists have found that engaging in rituals like lighting a candle or saying a blessing before eating, because they make us more mindful, actually make the food taste better.
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Making or decorating beeswax candles for use in your home is a fun activity to do on your own or with children. The German art supply company Stockmar sells tapered beeswax candles as well as colored sheets of beeswax for decorating them. You can create shapes out of the beeswax sheets and then, using the warmth of your hands, affix the colored beeswax to the tapered candles. A box of candles and a box of beeswax sheets would make an excellent gift for a child or friend who enjoys making beautiful things or working with their hands.

If you want to make your own candles, you can also purchase beeswax sheets and wax-coated candle wicks. To create a candle, simply roll the sheets of beeswax over the wicks and use your fingers to create a smooth seam. Finally, trim the end of wick that will be lit to half an inch.

After making your candles, use them at dinner, give them as gifts, or place them on a home altar, shrine, or in a prayer corner. School-age children enjoy getting to light a candle. Children learn with their senses, and every child reacts powerfully to light and darkness. After lighting the candle a child or adult could lead the family in a simple table blessing such as, “Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are about to receive from thy bounty, through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Or the doxology, which can be sung:


Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;

Praise Him, all creatures here below;

Praise him above, ye heavenly host;

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.



Or this one from a New Zealand Prayer Book: “Jesus of the wedding feast, of breakfast by the lake, bless this food we have prepared for you and all our friends. Be with us now and at all our meals, give us appetite and joy in eating together. Blessed be God in our daily bread. Amen.”

In a world illuminated by electric light, candles might seem like yet another outmoded technology. And yet, by candlelight we see differently, and remember what we too often forget, the beauty of the world, and the wildness of God’s presence among us.
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Medals and Scapulars


The special quality of beauty in crafts is that it is a beauty of intimacy….People place their pictures high up on walls, but they place their objects for everyday use close to them and take them in their hands.

—SŌoetsu Yanagi, The Unknown Craftsman



Every culture has talismans, objects that carry weight and import for the ones who wear them. The word “talisman” comes from the ancient Greek telesma, a word meaning “ritual,” and it has an equivalent in Spanish, French, Italian, Modern Greek, and Arabic. Some say a talisman has magic powers, but we know it is not magic but meaning that gives the talisman its significance. The talisman itself is a sign that points to a reality, and it is that reality which gives meaning.

Talismans are objects that tie us to our deepest and truest selves. We may toss out shoes with abandon and donate old clothing, but it is the rare person who tosses a mother’s wedding ring or a father’s service medal or a grandparent’s Bible.

Religious medals are talismans, too. The power of a religious medal lies not in the medal itself, but in its reminder of the power of Jesus Christ and the example of his saints in our lives. Wearing a cross is a reminder of the One who set us free and at what cost. Wearing one’s baptismal saint or Confirmation saint on a chain serves as a reminder of all to which our names call us. Medals connect us to our baptism and its promises, those we make and, more important, those God makes to us. In baptism, God names us children, sons and daughters. As children, we are heirs to the kingdom of heaven, and wearing a medal or scapular (two small pieces of cloth bearing a devotional image and connected by two strips of ribbon) can be a daily reminder of our true names and natures.

Wearing a medal is an ancient Christian practice. We know there are second-century medals bearing the images of Sts. Peter and Paul. We have a record from the fourth-century saint Zeno of Verona of the practice of giving religious medals to the newly baptized. By the Middle Ages, pilgrims began wearing medals marking the sacred shrines they visited.

In the sixteenth century, Pope Pius V began the practice, kept to this day, of blessing religious medals. This blessing is meant to link us more closely to the reality to which the medals point: not the image of Christ stamped in bronze, but Christ himself; not the image of the cross etched in silver, but the cross itself.
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That’s what makes blessed religious medals (which can be blessed by any priest or deacon) sacramentals in the eyes of the Church. Sacramentals are sacred signs instituted by the Church to prepare us to receive the fruit of the sacraments and to sanctify different circumstances of our lives. Notice the word “sign.” A sign telling you that you are entering Pittsburgh is not itself Pittsburgh. The sign points to the reality that is the city. And so it is with sacramentals. They point the way to the real thing.

Are religious medals worth buying and giving and wearing? If a practice has persisted for almost two thousand years, certainly people have found it both useful and meaningful. Religious medals are available at every Catholic book and gift store. Consider giving a newly baptized or confirmed Catholic a medal bearing the image of his or her patron.

Scapulars are very much like medals in use and practice, but they are more commonly worn under one’s clothes. From the Latin word scapula, meaning “shoulder,” the scapular is part of a monk’s traditional garment. It is a wool garment worn over the tunic to protect it from dirt and grime. The scapular stretches across the shoulders and comes down in front, almost like an apron. When laypeople wear scapulars, they take a very abbreviated form of the garment: two small squares of wool, attached to each other by ribbons, and placed so that one square lies against the chest and the other against the back of the wearer.

Most of us have the experience of dressing in a particular manner for work or sport. Athletes know that a certain way of thinking goes along with putting on shoulder pads or running shoes, with donning a helmet or slipping in a mouth guard. Businesspeople know the power of a suit and doctors of a white coat. Firefighters trust in the protection of their uniforms and police in the authority of theirs. In the same way, a scapular is meant to remind the wearer of the work before her, the task to which she is set. The scapular is a constant reminder, placed against the skin, against the heart, that the wearer belongs to Christ and is, wherever the day leads, to do the work of Christ in the world.

Like medals, scapulars are to be blessed by a priest or deacon. (Some scapulars are signs of Third Order lay membership in a religious order, that is, those who live according to the rule of a religious community and unite themselves to it in prayer and works of mercy, but who continue to work and live outside the monastery or convent. These scapulars are reserved to those Third Order members.) The best-known scapular is the brown, or Carmelite, scapular of Our Lady, but there are also scapulars particular to the Benedictines, the Dominicans, and the Norbertines.

Reading this blessing for medals and scapulars may help you understand how, through the quality of intimacy of “everyday use,” they become a means of drawing us closer to God,


May almighty God bless with his gentle kindness and give you the vision of his saving wisdom. Amen.

May he continue to nourish you with the teaching of faith and enable you to remain steadfast in doing what is right. Amen.

May he turn your steps always toward him and lead you along the pathway of peace and charity. Amen.
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Making and Blessing a Home, Hospitality, and Christ Rooms


We are so “full” of ourselves that there is no room left for God. And that means there is no room for others either, for children, for the poor, for the stranger.

—Pope Benedict XVI, Christmas Eve message, 2012



Catholics—young or old, married or single, rich or poor—are called to lives of hospitality. Whether you live in a house, an apartment, or in a single room, this chapter is for you.

We are sometimes tempted to say, “I’ll host guests when I have more room/enough plates/more money/a nicer place/a remodeled kitchen.” Along with being single, being poor, or living in modest quarters can be used as an excuse for not practicing hospitality. Hospitality, we say, will come with the house, or the nicer house, or the marriage. But hospitality, which is what a home is meant to provide, is established in the Old Testament as a sacred duty (Deuteronomy 10:18-19). In his letter to the Ephesians, St. Ignatius of Antioch tells them that Christ is present in guests. We recall that Christ began his earthly life as a guest in, not a house, but a stable. So, even though we are surrounded by showrooms and magazines that tout a lifestyle that we may never attain, Catholics are called to hospitality, which is a life.

[image: ][image: ]


BLESSING YOUR HOME

Whether you have just moved in or have lived in the same place for years, blessing your home is the first step in rightly ordering your home, because it dedicates
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