
Understanding Episcopal Liturgy 

 

#31. What is the reason for the large, single candle lit and placed in the 

center of the chancel during the Easter season?  

 
The large candle in the center of the chancel is called the Paschal Candle. 

Episcopal Churches share this liturgical tradition with Lutheran, Methodist, 

Presbyterian, and Roman Catholic Churches. The Paschal Candle is always the 

largest candle in the worship service, normally at least 24 inches tall, and at least 2 

inches in diameter. It is decorated with symbols of Christ's presence and work 

among us, including a cross and the Greek letters alpha and omega. One might 

argue that, while all of the other candles in the worship space are more or less 

optional, the Paschal Candle is the only candle which is required for worship. 

 

The lighting of the Paschal Candle is the first ritual of the Easter Vigil. After the 

Paschal Candle is lit the deacon or priest sings The Exultet, a hymn of praise 

describing God's work and Christ's work in bringing reconciliation and salvation to 

humankind. With The Exultet in mind, the Paschal Candle places God's saving 

work in the center of our worship throughout the Easter Season, up through the day 

of Pentecost.  

 

The Paschal Candle is also lit at every baptism service. The symbolism of the 

Paschal Candle at baptism comes from St. Paul's description of our participation in 

Christ's work of kenosis, or self-emptying. In chapter six of Romans St. Paul 

describes the practice of Christians of emptying their lives of sins. Paul makes a 

connection between us emptying ourselves of the power of sin through baptism, 

and Christ's emptying of himself through his death: Do you not know that all of us 

who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore 

we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was 

raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of 

life. 

 

If you have a question about something in our liturgy, I will be happy to answer it. 

Please ask in person, or send an email to me at revmajor@stpaulsyr.org.  

Fr. Philip + 


