LESSONS FOR ALTAR BOYS


By Jim De Piante








     The following articles are reprinted with the approval of the author from a parochial publication for Altar Servers. Mr. DePiante is dedicated to the cause of training young men to be dedicated and devout servers at the Altar of God. We reprint his writings here in hopes that these words will inspire all of us to a greater appreciation of the liturgical practices of the Church.





Partners In The Sanctuary


If your Chapel is like ours, then there are probably several wonderful and devout ladies there who give their service in preparing the vestments and altar for Holy Mass. They, like we altar servers, have an important job to do in serving Almighty God.


There are some other ladies, hard-working and dedicated, who also give their service and who are essential for Holy Mass, but we never see them in church (perhaps because they are not Catholic). In fact, if they ever DID come to church, many people who misunderstand them might want to leave! Can you guess who they are? Will it help if I tell you that they are very tiny, no more than 5/8 of an inch long? One more hint: They helped supply food for St. John the Baptist when he was in the desert.


Did you guess? You’re right. These wonderful little ladies are honeybees. They made the honey that St. John the Baptist ate, and they make the wax that is required to be used in the altar candles that must burn at every Mass.


Have you ever smelled a pure beeswax candle? It has a unique and very beautiful scent, which becomes most apparent as the candle burns. Did you know that this represents the bonus odor Christi, (the sweet odor of Christ)? This means His infinite goodness and holiness.


The beeswax candle burns very cleanly. The lighted beeswax candle represents the pure hearts of the good faithful, illuminated by the light of Christ. Tallow candles (made from animal fat) are prohibited for use at Mass. They burn with a lot of smoke and are messy, a picture of the sinner.


There are three kinds of honeybees. The queen is, of course, female, and the mother of all the other bees. Her daughters are the workers, who do not mate and have no offspring. They are very clean. They pick up after themselves and others. They take care of the young and serve the queen. They go out and gather the nectar and the pollen that will feed the colony. They make the honey comb. They guard the hive. 


The queen’s sons are the drones. They never do any work at all. They take food whenever they want it and never pick up after themselves. They live pretty good all summer long. Sometimes they go out carousing, flying around making a lot of noise (a droning sound, which is why they are called drones). Yes, they live pretty good all summer long. Mind you, when the fall comes and the busy little ladies are making preparations for the winter, they throw the bums out on the porch. And that’s where the drones will die, excommunicated from the colony and cut off from the life-giving sustenance it provides. (Do you see the symbolism here?)


Some people think that candles are used on the altar because early Christians used candles in the dark catacombs. That is not the reason. Candles are used because of what they symbolize. The bright flame on top represents the Divinity of Christ. The candle itself symbolizes His pure body, made from the wax produced by the bee using the nectar she has gathered from beautiful and sweet-smelling blossoms. The virginal workers are thus symbols of the Virgin Mary, from whom Christ took his human body. The wick symbolizes Christ’s soul, hidden within his body. As the candle burns, it gives us light, but sacrifices its body so that we can see. (Do you see the symbolism here?) 


Long before the catacombs, candles were used by the Israelites to celebrate Passover. So Christ used candles at the Last Supper, which was, of course, the first Mass. Candles were also used in the Temple at Jerusalem.


 The bee colony itself is also symbolic – of the Church and her Pope. The colony is orderly, and has its head, the queen. When the head is not functioning properly, the bees become agitated and do not tend to their work well. There is a constant succession of queens, and only one who rules all the bees. The workers have their jobs to do and tend to them diligently. Outside the colony, there is no life, but only death. Like man, the individual bee cannot survive alone, but must be a part of a society. 


As altar servers, there is much we can learn from the bee. She is our tiny partner in the sanctuary. Like Mary, she is humble and unseen, a servant of God and man. Think of her next time you light her sweet-smelling candles on the altar of Sacrifice, and be reminded of her diligence in serving Christ.





How Many Sundays After Pentecost?


You probably know that, for a long time during the year, the Sunday Mass is referred to according to the number of Sundays that have passed since Pentecost. So how many Sundays are there after Pentecost? Well, it all depends on when Pentecost is. OK, then when is Pentecost? Well, it all depends on when Easter is. 


   If I were to ask you when Christmas is, you would tell me immediately that it is December 25th. If I were to ask you what day of the week Christmas falls on, you would have to say that it depends. It is not the same every year. If I were to ask you what day of the week Easter falls on, you would tell me immediately that it was on Sunday. But if I were to ask you the date of Easter, you would have to say that it depends.


   So when is Easter? It depends! It all depends on when the full moon is. Perhaps that seems strange to you, but it’s true. To figure out when Easter is, you need to know the Golden Number, the Dominical Letter and the date of the Vernal Equinox! It all becomes even more complicated during leap year. But why does it matter?


   To understand the importance of the date of Easter, you have to recognize the importance of  what is called the Liturgy. Here is a definition that you should memorize:





Liturgy:  The forms of prayer, acts and ceremonies used in the public and official worship of the Church.





   What does that mean? It means that the Church has defined when and how to conduct her official worship. The how is another discussion. The when is what we’re interested in right now. In particular, we’re interested in the when of the mass, which is the most important prayer, act and ceremony of the Church’s official worship. 


   Every day of the year has its particular mass. This is all described in a Liturgical Calendar, which defines the Liturgical Year that goes along with each Calendar Year. The Calendar Year begins on January 1, ends on December 31, and is numbered from the first year after the birth of Our Lord. We are currently in the year AD 2000. (The AD stands for Anno Domini, which means Year of Our Lord). 


   The Liturgical Year begins on the First Sunday of Advent and ends on the Last Sunday after Pentecost. So how many Sundays are there after Pentecost? It all depends.


   The Liturgical Year is divided into seasons. The first season is that of Advent. After Advent, we have the season of Christmas followed by the Time After Epiphany. Do you know how many Sundays there are after Epiphany? It all depends on when Easter is! 


   The Time After Epiphany is followed by Septuagesima, Lent, Passiontide and Eastertide. Eastertide ends with Pentecost Sunday. Then begins the longest season of the Liturgical (or Church) Year, the Time after Pentecost. Then we start again with Advent.


   You should memorize the Liturgical Seasons.


  ·	Advent			· Lent


  ·	Christmastide		· Passiontide


  ·	Time after Epiphany		· Eastertide


  ·	Septuagesima		· Time after Pentecost.


     You know that Christmas is December 25th. If you back up four Sundays from that, then you know when the Liturgical Year begins. So you need to know the dates of the Sundays during that year. That’s what the Dominical (Sunday) Letter is used for. Christmastide ends with Epiphany. Time after Epiphany can be anywhere from two to six Sundays, depending on when Easter occurs. Eastertide consists of Easter Sunday, the six Sundays after Easter and Pentecost Sunday.


   You might be wondering why the date of Easter depends on the moon. The answer is simple. The date of Easter is based on the date of the Passover. You will recall that Christ began his passion with the Last Supper, which was a celebration of the Passover. The date of Passover was calculated using the calendar of the Israelites, which was based on the moon (rather than the sun, as our calendar is today). The Passover date is the 14th day of the lunar month of Nissan. The moon is full on approximately the 14th day of the lunar month. The moon was full when the Israelites left Egypt, and it was full when Our Lord had his agony in the garden. (You should know that the moon is a symbol of our Blessed Mother. Her role in our salvation is suggested by the full moon during Passover and during Our Lord’s Passion.)


   It was the blood of the Passover lamb that saved the Israelites from destruction. Christ is the Lamb of God, and it is His Precious Blood that saves us from eternal destruction. Perhaps you know that lambs are most abundant during springtime. Passover, and thus Our Lord’s death, was in the early springtime, the season that symbolizes new life. When does springtime begin? It begins after the last day of winter, when the night and day are of the same length. This day is know as the Vernal Equinox, which comes from Latin and means the equal night in winter.  (There is one at the end of summer too.) The month of Nissan is the first lunar month of the Israelite year, which began in springtime. For purposes of  determining Easter, the Vernal Equinox is considered to be on March 21st. So Easter, which is always on Sunday, is on the first Sunday after the first full moon on or after March 21st.


   If there is a full moon on March 21st, and if it falls on a Saturday, then the next day, March 22nd, will be Easter. That is the earliest that Easter can be. On the other hand, if there is a full moon on March 20th (just before the Vernal Equinox), then the next full moon (the next one after the Vernal Equinox) won’t happen until April 17th (28 days later). If that falls on a Monday, then the following Sunday, April 25th will be Easter. That is the latest Easter can be. In fact, Septuagesima, Sexagesima, Quinquagesima, Ash Wednesday, Lent, Passiontide, Eastertide and Time after Pentecost all are determined by the date of Easter, and can vary by as much as 5 weeks. The date of the full moon is calculated using the Golden Number.


   So how many Sundays after Pentecost are there? If Easter comes early, then there could be as many as 28. If Easter comes late, then there could be as few as 23. What happens to the extra Sundays? Recall that the time after Epiphany varies also. If Easter comes at its earliest, then there will only be enough time for 2 Sundays after Epiphany before we would have to start Septuagesima. If Easter comes at its latest, then there will be enough time for 6 Sundays after Epiphany before we would start Septuagesima. The extra Sundays come either after Epiphany or after Pentecost, depending on Easter's date.


   Our calendar wasn’t around for the first Easter, but we can calculate when the first Easter was. As it turns out, Our Lord died on Good Friday, March 25th, in the early springtime. You will recognize March 25th as the date on which He was conceived, when the Angel Gabriel appeared to the Virgin Mary at the Annunciation. Naturally enough, this feast occurs 9 months before His birth at Christmas, on December 25th. Our Lord died 33 years after he was miraculously conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary. He rose from the dead at midnight, between the 26th and 27th of March (the 15th and 16th of Nissan), putting the first Easter on March 27.


   So how many Sundays are there after Pentecost? It depends, and every year is different. But in the year 2000, Easter is very late, occurring on April 23rd. There are 6 Sundays after Epiphany, and 24 Sundays after Pentecost. 





This article first appeared in the December 1999 issue of The Catholic Voice, P.O. Box 130, Mead, WA 99021 USA.


