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Dr Mark
Dooley

moral matters

I cherish this
light that will
never go out

I

t IS four in the afternoon
and the sun has already
disappeared behind the
Dublin Mountains. As
the evening shadows
stretch
across
our
kitchen, I perform a timehonoured Dooley ritual. I
strike a match before filling
the room with candlelight.

Much to the consternation of my
wife, I love the short days of December. Mrs Dooley is a summer person
who relishes endless hours of sunlight. She simply cannot understand
how I can enjoy the onset of dusk at
lunchtime.
If I do so, it is because there is, as
the Bible instructs, ‘a season for every
activity under the heavens: a time to
be born and a time to die’. The deep
dark winter is nature’s time to sleep.
And because we too are natural creatures, it is our time to repose until the
sap of life is renewed.
But even my sun-loving spouse
cannot help but smile as I light our
winter candles. Set against the backdrop of a moon-lit horizon, their
warm glow signifies the day is long
gone and we are finally at peace. As
the wax slowly burns we are drawn
together as family, a union of love
bound by a single flame.
No lamp, however beautiful, can
gather people in that way. What
enchants us about the candle is the
ceremony which attaches to it.
The lighting of a candle suggests
the beginning of something joyful
and intimate, something we shall
savour long after the wick has been
extinguished.
That is why our most intimate and
sacred moments are incomplete without candlelight. From birth to death,
candles illumine the course of the
human journey. At baptism, they
symbolise that we are children of
Christ’s light. The same candle is
used again at First Holy Communion
and at Confirmation.
In a potent symbol of their union,
bride and groom jointly light a candle. At death, the Paschal candle
stands beside the coffin of the
deceased, a reminder of the
deceased’s baptismal vows and the
eternal light of the Risen Lord.
Indeed, a candle burns beside every
tabernacle in the world, signifying
God’s enduring presence.
Candles are burned at times of
joy, sorrow and relaxation. Ordinary
pursuits such as having a bath are
rendered ceremonial in candlelight.
And it is the presence of candles on a
dining table which makes the difference between feeding and eating.
Candles are also a sign of the inexorable passage of time. Their presence

on the birthday cake is a reminder
that, like the candle itself, we are edging closer to extinction. The more
candles blazing, the less time left.
The use of candles for timekeeping
is a tradition dating back to the 10th
Century. First used in China, ‘candle
clocks’ were designed with specific
markings to measure time. In some
cases, they contained weights which
would fall as the wick burned, thus
indicating the passing of an hour.
It is remarkable that these simple
objects, which first appeared in
Europe in the 5th Century, are still so
integral to our culture. The fact that
many are now scented has seen a
renaissance in their use beyond the
great rituals and rites. Even in this
electrified age, the candle continues
to shine as a source of comfort and
consolation, a sign that we too can
burn with the light of life.
For me, lighting those candles each
evening is much more than a seasonal
luxury. It conveys a sense of belonging and togetherness, a sense that
this home is a place of welcome and
warmth. It reminds us that, as
humans, our lives are infused with
light from another sphere.

A

burning candle indicates something profound
is happening. It might be
an act of worship, a rite of
passage or a birthday. But
even if it is just the evening meal, the
presence of that small flame endows
the event with a halo of sanctity.
That is why, at dawn on Christmas
Eve, I light our candles. For my
children, this small act has come to
represent the best of times. It captures for them the true spirit of
Christmas, a season they associate
with home, family and love.
Mrs Dooley may detest the darkness, but she knows ‘how far that
little candle throws its beams’. She
knows that in the absence of candlelight, our memories would be enormously impoverished. She also knows
that not even sunlight can drive away
the shadows like a burning wick.
The sun is slowly sinking behind
the mountains as dusk falls across
the Dooley household. My boys have
just returned from school, singing
songs from their Christmas play.
Still high from his recent visit to St
Nicholas’s grave at Jerpoint Abbey,
our five-year-old is doing his imitation of Santa.
Forgive me if I don’t linger, but such
magical moments deserve to be
marked. And what better way to do
so than by lighting up our house
with those glorious flames which,
however transient, will burn in our
hearts forever.
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