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the early centuries of Christianity the fifty days

^ from Easter to the outpouring of the Holy Ghost bore
the name of Pentecost.
The whole period was considered one joyous and prolonged feast.
(Tertullianus

De

Idol.

Cap. XIV;

Const. V,

XX,

De

Baptis.

XIX; Apost.

Cap.

17; Origen contra Cels. VIII, p. 392, Ed.

Canteb. 1677.)

During
V, 33)

;

this

time there was no fasting (Const. Apost.

the faithful recited their prayers standing, the

posture of victory and joy (Concil. Nic. Can.

XX)

;

the

and the games of the circus suspended (Cod. Theod. XV, 5, De Spec.) and the Acts
were read to recall the deeds and doctrines of the Apostheatres w^ere closed

;

tles.

The term Pentecost was

first

used in

its

present re-

canons of the Council
of Elvira, 305, where the occasional use in Spain of
celebrating the feast on Ascension Day was forbidden
as heretical.
Spanish Montanists wished to suppress
Pentecost altogether, because they held that the Holy
Ghost did not descend until He came on Montanus, who
stricted sense for the feast in the

by them as the incarnation of the Com(Church Councils, Hefele, Vol, I, p. 155; Tu-

v/as regarded
forter.

binger Quartalschrift, Herbst, 1821,

—

81

—

p. 39.)

(Glories of

The

tfjc

l^olp

(^fjosJt

back to the dawn of Christianity, though the fact cannot be established by documents.
(Hieronimus in Zach. XIV, 18.)
Its vigil was observed with fasting, and, like Holy Saturday, became a
feast itself dates

favorite occasion for the administration of baptism, in

preparation for w^hich the fonts were again blessed.

About the time

name

other

of the

for Pentecost

Norman Conquest
came

into use.

(

It

1

066) an,

was

called

Whitsunday from the fact that the neophytes attended
the services of this day in the white robes of baptism.^

Ages this feast w^as also called Rose
Easter, and the Sunday before it Rose Sunday, because
of the red roses and peonies w^ith which the altars and
churches were decked during Whitsuntide in memory of
In the Middle

But the original name continued in
general favor. The Danes called it Pinse, which they
borrowed from the Low German Penxte, which in turn
comes from the High German Pfingsten, which, like the
French Pentecote, is derived from the Greek Pentecosthe fiery tongues.

The octave

tes.

was observed
by a week of fasting.

of Pentecost

of Easter, and followed

like that

(Constit.

Apost. V, 33.)

Western Europe, whilst the nations were aglow
with the grace of first fervor, Pentecost was celebrated
for a whole week.
By degrees this fervor cooled ojff
and changes were introduced. In 745 the celebration
was reduced by Papal decree to three days. This reguIn

' According
to some, Whitsunday is derived from whit or ivit
meaning wisdom. For the confounding of these words with white,
and for the forms hwitesunnedei, hwita sunnandaeg (1607) see

Skeat

p. 708.
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lation does not

seem

w^as permitted.

In

have been observed everywhere.
In 813, for instance, a synod of Mainz permitted the
Germans to plow, to work their gardens, and mend
hedges on the last three days of Whitsun-week, provided they did so before Mass. After Mass no servile work
to

948 the Council of Ingelheim

ed the obligation of keeping holy the

And
all

in

1

last

094 the Council of Constance,

cancel-

three days.

legislating for

Europe, restricted the celebration to Sunday, Monday,
In 1771 Tuesday was abrogated, and

and Tuesday.
finally,

in

1911, Pius

X

canceled Pentecost Monday.

Monday and Tuesday remain feasts of the
and in many religious houses are observed

Liturgically,
first class,

as days of devotion.

Devotion to the Holy Ghost and His feasts received
In
fresh impulse in 1897 from the immortal Leo XIII.
his grand Encyclical Divinum lUud Munus, among
other salient things he says: "The more a man is deficient in wisdom, weak in strength, borne down with
trouble, prone to sin, so ought he the more to fly to Him
who is the never ceasing Fount of light, strength, consolation, and holiness.
"We ought confidently and continually to beg of
Him to illuminate us daily more and more with His
.We earnestlight and to inflame us with His charity.
ly desire that piety may increase and be inflamed towards the Holy Ghost .... All preachers and those hav.

.

remember that it is their
duty to instruct the people more diligently and more
fully about the Holy Ghost .... We decree and command that throughout the Catholic Church this year,
and every subsequent year, a novena shall take place
ing the care of souls should
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parish churches"

all

(Encyclical,

1897).

The custom
ing of the

Law

of associating with this feast the Givis

without Scriptural

basis.

It is

a the-

ory developed in Talmudic times, and was accepted and
popularized in the twelfth century by Maimonides, a

(Moreh Nebukin III, 41
Herzog Encycl. 1910, Vol. VIII, p. 451.)

Jewish scholar.

;

New

SchafF-

On account of the destruction of Jerusalem and the
consequent impossibility of giving the Harvest Feast
full significance,

the Jews began to associate with

great event of Sinai.

we

find

no

trace of this association.^

it

the

and Josephus

In the days of Philo

The usage

in

Christian literature of connecting the Promulgation of

the

Law

with the Descent of the Paraclete began on the

authority of a few of the early

Fathers,

notably

St.

Jerome, and St. Leo. (Cf. Augustinus
contra Faustum, Lib. XXXIII, cap. 12; Hieronimus,
Epist. ad FabiolamXII; in Opp. I, 1074, ed. Par. 1609.)

Augustine,

St.

Whitsun customs are partly religious and partly
secular.
They are an outcome of faith, tradition, and
sentiment and add solemnity and joy to the mystery
commemorated. Among former religious observances
were: the blowing of trumpets, to imitate the "mighty
wind coming;" the tossing of combustibles from ceilings and house-tops, to recall the "parted tongues as
it were of fire;" the sprinkling of w^orshipers and passers-by with holy w^ater; the incensing of the people, the
distribution of alms
'

and

liberation of doves,

In an apocryphal work B. C. 100, Noah

is

all

in

told to observe this

feast as a memorial of the covenant between Jehovah and the

race after the Flood.

(Jubilees VI, 17-57.)
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way indicative of the great Gift of God. The churches
were decorated with roses, peonies, and boughs of trees.
Fresh rushes were strewn on the clay surface, the luxury of wooden floors being still unknown.
At Saint Paul's, London, in the thirteenth century,
was customary to sing the Veni Creator with great

it

pomp and

During the singing, a white dove,
and flowers, bits of flaky pastry and
burning tow were let down through an opening in the
ceiling.
The same was done in some parts of Italy.
This performance was so realistic at times that simple
souls were disturbed, for which reason they were disglobes of

solemnity.

fire,

leaves

continued.

Speaking of English customs, Heath says: " In the
center of the vaulting of the nave of Norwich cathedral
there is a large circular opening through which a man
on Whitsunday, habited as an angel, was let down
with a thurible to incense the cross" (Romance of Symbolism, p. 160).

The custom
w^ise

was

like-

of France, as

we

of incensing after this fashion

observed in various

districts

from records of Picardy, Lille, Caen, Bayeux, and
Constance for the Xlll century (cf. D'Ancona, I, 31 )
in Parma and Vincenza for the XIV century (cf. Idem.
88) and in some parts of Germany (cf. Naogeogos
learn

;

1

,

;

in Stubbes,

I,

337).

Lambard speaks

what he saw^ in St. Paul's: "I
myself, being a child, once saw in St. Paul's Church, at
a feast of Whitsuntide, where the coming of the Holy
Ghost was set forth by a white pigeon, that was let to
fly out of an opening that is yet to be seen in the
midst of the roof of the great aisle, and by a long censer,
of

—
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which descending out of the same place, almost to the
very ground, was swinging up and dow^n at such a
length that it reached at one sw^eep almost to the west
gate of the church, and with the other to the choir
stairs of the same, breathing out over the whole church
and company a most pleasing perfume of such sweet
things as burned therein."
(Op. cit. p. 161.)
The incensing of St. Paul's was repeated on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, the Lord-mayor attending. But after 547 the ceremony was discontinued and
replaced by a sermon.
(Simpson, St. Paul's and Old
I

City Life, 62-63.)
Similar openings have been discovered in the vault

and other large churches. Occadove was let down during the service as
a symbol of the Descent of the Holy Ghost.
of Exeter cathedral

sionally a silver

In

1

662 the

follow^ing

ceremony

w^as recorded

by

Mr. Greenhalgh, as taking place in the Church of Dunkirk: "As they went up again in the midst of the body
of the church, the priests and the whole procession stood

singing very loud, 'Veni, Creator Spiritus,' and

still,

then was acted the memorial of the day.
of the arched roof of the cathedral, which

there

is

of

is

very high,

a cupola, or great round hole, as round and

broad as a millstone.
fire

In the top

lightning, as

In this hole
if

was

first

made a

flash

the heaven opened there; then

It
descended from thence a living milk-white dove.
with
its
small
string,
a
pulley
with
a
was let down by
wings and tail expanded and spread by two small white
sticks at the back of them, to which the feathers were
tied with white thread, and could scarcely be perceived

but

I

standing very near, did discern
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done,
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the dove looked prettily about, as a dove will, descending

by degrees; when it came near over the priests' heads,
it stayed hanging and hovering over them a good whileV
they still singing 'Veni.' Then it was drawn up by degrees into the cupola, out of sight, and after this, out
of the same great hole in the roof were thrown down*,
as it were, many cloven tongues of fire, which came'

down

flaming over the priests' heads; but they, instead

of receiving them, opened to the right and

them

let

to the floor, saving their shaven crowns.

fall

perceived

I

some sulphurous matter, to make them blaze better and at the coming down
of these tongues there was a great shout set up in the
Lastly, there was
church that the town rang again.
thrown down a shower of holy water, which fell in drops
upon the people to sprinkle and hallow them."
these w^ere papers besmeared with
;

certain that similar

It is

customs obtained

In the ledger of St. Patrick's, Dublin, for

"Four

1

in Ireland.

509,

we

find:

seven pence paid those playing with
the great and little angel and the dragon. Seven shillings for little cords used about the Holy Ghost.
Four
shillings,

pence for making the angel incense. Two
pence for cords to work it. All on the Feast
of Pentecost." (Hone, D. D. Bk. I, 685.)
The church accounts of Lincoln for 330, record a
shillings, six
shillings, six

I

similar item:

Expense

for Pentecost, for cleric operat-

ing the dove, six pence.

(Lincoln Statutes,

I,

335;

II,

CXVIII, 165.)

The Pentecostal Dove formed
fit

and figured

in the

(1543)

in the inventory.

part of the church out-

An

;

it

reads:

"ung colomb de
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is

found

St.

Omer

instance

foundation of one Robert Fabri of

bois revestu de da-

^lotiei ot

mas blancq"

tfje
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#t)ost

— "a

wooden dove covered with white
damask." (Chambers, The Medieval Stage, p. 67.)
In Spain it was customary to throw oak leaves and
lighted torches

from the roof of the church.

Pigeons

w^ere given their liberty, birds with small cakes tied to

them were

and

doves w^ere suspended
Imperio do Espirito Santo developed, traces of which are still found in
church built by
the Azores and in parts of Brazil.
Queen Isabella at Alemquer in the Spanish province of
Estremadura in honor of the Holy Ghost w^as for a long
time the centre of great celebrations during Whitliberated,

in the sanctuaries.

artificial

A ceremonial called
A

suntide.

From Spain devotion

was transplanted to the Azores. Every important town has an
During
oratory, if not a church, dedicated to Him.
Whitsuntide these places of worship are cleaned and
to the Third Person

decorated, the holy mysteries are celebrated and alms are
distributed in
In

1

honor of the Holy Comforter.

672 the

island of Fayal

a volcanic eruption.

was

recourse to the Holy Ghost.

Calm returned and no

farther

Their prayer was heard.

of their deliverance, the municipality in the

vowed

As
memory
name of

damage was done.

an act of thanksgiving and to perpetuate the
the people

by
had

partly destroyed

In their distress the inhabitants

to celebrate the feast of their Titular

annually with special solemnity in the church of Horta.

One

of the features of this celebration consists of

a public demonstration in which the emblems of the
Divine Spirit are carried and revered processionally.

At

the ele-

bombs and

firearms

In Brazil similar observances obtain.

vation of the solemn High Mass,

—
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are exploded, and strains of music salute the Euchar-

King.

Alms

distributed

among

on the needy and souvenir medals and dove-emblems of the Paraclete are
istic

In

some

are bestowed

the faithful.

Mexico, children drop red roses

districts of

and perfumed leaves from the gallery on the faithful
In Cuba and some of the
as they enter the church.
other

West

Indies salvos are fired during the reading

of the Epistle of the Mass.

In

some

dioceses of this

country. Providence, for instance, the Portuguese Catholics

following their native traditions render

homage

by the ceremonial called The
Crown of the Holy Ghost. A crown is carried in procession to the sanctuary, where it is blessed by the
These displays
priest and then exposed on the altar.
to

of

the Third Person

homage

are not restricted to Whitsuntide.

Rome

Whit-Monday are held in
the Basilica of Saint Peter in Chains. The chains preserved in this church are the irons that bound the
Prince of the Apostles in Jerusalem and in Rome.
They recall the Gift of Fortitude, by which the Holy
In

the services of

Ghost enabled

St.

Peter to suffer and to die for the

Lord.

The custom of honoring the Person of the Holy
Ghost on Monday, the second day of the week, seems
With the Uniates
to have originated in the East.
Greek Church that recognizes
it is customary to celebrate
On the first day the
the great feasts for two days.
mystery, and on the second day the person that has
the principal part in the mystery is honored. Thus on
Whitsunday the Coming of the Paraclete and on Whitthe only branch of the

the supremacy of

Rome

—

—
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the Third Person of the Blessed Trinity are

recalled.

Holland Pinkster is observed on Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday. Processions are organized in which
children carry flowers and doves to recall the gifts of
the Divine Spirit.
In Russia the churches are decorated with birch-tree boughs.
The peasants also carry
such branches on their way to church. It is a tradition among them that they must shed as many tears
for their sins as they find dew-drops on their boughs, if
they be w^ithout flow^ers. On this feast the women, even
mourners, wear white or light colored garments.
In

There was once the current belief in the British
Isles, that on Whitsunday those who were drowned at
sea came up and rode over the w^aves on white horses.
It was also believed that whatever one did ask in prayer on Whitsun morning at the instant the sun arose,
would infallibly be granted. Whilst these superstitions

show

excessive religion, they nevertheless indicate a

rich vein of faith

and confidence

in the

Holy

Spirit.

Secular Whitsun customs are found chiefly in the

Among the diversions
history of medieval Europe.
customary in England were morris-dances, mysteryAs
plays, and outings made merry with Whitsun ale.
early as the reign of King Arthur, Pentecost was the
occasion of social events and tournaments.
The morris-dance, a modified importation from the
Moors, was performed by professional dancers.
Trimmed down to its kernel, this dance was an allegorical representation of the return of spring.

The

such as Robin Hood,
characters of English
Maid Marian, the Hobby-Horse, and Friar Tuck, were
folklore,

—
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these were added Africans, clowns

amusement for the people.
Germanic countries the morris-dance had its
counterpart in the Maifest, in which the victory of
spring over winter w^as beautifully symbolized. There
was a custom, too, in private life, to designate as a
"Pfingstliimmel" the one who rose last on Pentecost
morning. For this he was twitted as being a friend of
Ahriman (winter) and had to endure blows and ridiand

minstrels, to furnish

In the

cule.

Another source of innocent amusement in medieval England were the mystery, or miracle, plays. They
both amused and edified the people. In some cases,
an indulgence was attached to their attendance. The
scenes depicted were generally taken from the Bible.
The wit and drolleries to which some of the characters
lent themselves were skillfully exploited and greatly enjoyed.
These plays were enacted on portable stages,
two or three stories high. They were usually erected
in open places such as cemeteries, market-places, or
public squares.

immense

Great order was preserved in spite of

by distributing the crowd to
various points, and then moving the pageants in turn
to these centers until the entire series had passed in reviev/. During these shows private individuals were forbidden to carry weapons in the city.
the

gatherings,

The most noted were the Chester and Coventry
plays.
The former consisted of twenty-four, the latEach of these was
ter of forty scenes, or pageants.
The tanners, for
acted by one of the various guilds.
instance, gave the Fall of the Angels; the drapers, the

Creation; the water-carriers, the Flood, and so on.
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the Chester plays, the twenty-second pageant, and in
the Coventry plays, the fortieth, represented the scene

of the

first

Pentecost.

France,

Germany, Sweden, Denmark,

A

Italy,

and

had similar shows.
play performed in Palermo practically covered the whole Bible and cost
2,000 ducats for every performance. In Germany the
"Come, Holy Ghost," was chanted by the audience before the plays. Freiburg in Saxony had its play every
seventh Pentecost.
That of 1516 was exceptionally
grand and was performed under the patronage of Duke
Sicily

1

George and

his court.

In France, the text

was

in Latin originally.

Eccle-

and students acted the parts. This was soon
changed so that all might enjoy both the story and the
siastics

acting.

Another Whitsun event, observed in Chalons-surSaone and other French cities, was the Dance of the
Canons. At first it was an innocent pastime, but later
on it degenerated and was abolished by Cyrus de
Thiard, Bishop of Chalons.

The favorite drink in old England was ale. A holiday brand, a little stronger than the ordinary, was
brewed for this season and was known as Whitsun ale.
It was served under
the management of the churchwardens, who sold it to secure funds for the poor and
means to keep in repair the parish churches. The parishioners usually congregated in

or other large building

Amusements were
nished music, the

if

some designated barn
no regular hall.

the place had

provided,

piper and taborer

young people danced,
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archery or bowls, while the elders looked on, talked
politics, or

gossiped and sipped their Whitsun

ale.

town
lamb
with
catch
a
fat
Whit-Monday
to
contested on
The successful runner was proclaimed
their teeth.
Lady of the Lamb and presided over the banquet next

At

Kidlington, in Oxfordshire, the girls of the

Kennet

day.

In

cost

was the

parade,

—

chief

near

Valley,

Newbury,

Pente-

and w^as celebrated with a
and morris-dances. Drop-handkerone of the earliest games was played in Greenvillage holiday

banquet,

wich Park as

—

late as 1825.

The Servians keep on

this day the feast of Kralitze,
conducted by the young women.
represents the queen, another the king, a third

or the Queen.

One

is

It

and so on.

the standard-bearer,

In the course of their

parade through the village they halt before the prinThe queen steps forward, sings and
cipal houses.
dances, to which the chorus answers in a refrain.

Monte Vergine begins on
Whitsunday and continues three days. The chief feaIn Naples the festival of

ture

is

a pilgrimage to a shrine near Avellino, which

was founded
bele.

It

in

1

{

1

9,

on the

site

of a temple of Cy-

contains a miraculous image of the Blessed

Virgin, brought there

buried there.
bullock teams,

A

by Catherine of Valois, who is
is formed of donkey and

procession

gaily

decorated.

The

pilgrims

carry

canes and wands to which are attached flowers and
pictures of the

Madonna.
is on Whit-Monday a peasant

In Austria there

feast

Adelsberg caves. The place is brilliantly illuminated for the occasion. There is a similar celebraOn
tion in the Nebelhohle grotto of Wiirttemberg.

in the

—
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Whit-Tuesday takes place the famous leaping procession to St. Willibrord's Church of Echternach, near
Treves.

The annual

Niederrheinische Musikfest

is

held

either in Cologne, Aix-la-Chapelle, Diisseldorf, or El-

berfeld during Whit-week.

With

the Brazilians the feast

tensive preparations.

money and

is

the occasion of ex-

Months ahead volunteers

other contributions

to defray

collect

expenses.

Each band of collectors has its standard of the SpiritoSancto, a banner of red silk with a white dove embroidered on it.
They are very beautiful, the ladies
being exquisitely

skillful at

The

needlework.

are temporarily deposited with the Festeiro

of the Feast)

and blessed by the Padre.

offerings

(Chairman
Nine days

before Pentecost, such objects as are products of their

farms or industries are auctioned

Small objects

off.

Farmers are happy when they
flocks an animal that was donated

often bring a high price.

can secure for their
to the

Holy Ghost.

The

Festeiro's

On

the centre of preparations.

home

is,

of course,

the feast the procession

house amid the discharge of artillery
and firew^orks. In the evening huge transparents with
legends bearing on the feast are lighted up, and addistarts

from

his

tional fireworks are set off.

and

civil

In Brazil, the religious

celebrations practically

merge

into one.

In the Azores, the social, just as the religious celebration, bears the

stamp of a public thanksgiving.

As

many

as five such celebrations take place, the number
depending on the condition of the public treasury and
the generosity of the people.

Usually a wealthy or an influential citizen volunteers to

manage

the event.

—
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amid great ornamentaand a dove banner, emblems

erected on which are displayed
tion a crown, a sceptre,

Holy

of the
visit,

Paraclete.

Passers-by enter to

—

make

a short

or at least salute and whisper a prayer as they

pass the oratory.

We

have already alluded to the

re-

ligious features of the feast.

At
dream

St.

Michael's, in particular, the evening

is

a

and innocent enjoyment. As soon as dusk has set in, the streets and
lanes become bright with softly colored lamps, lanterns,
and transparents. From every porch floats the flag of
Espirito-Santo rich embroideries, festoons, and garlands w^ave from the balconies of the wealthier homes.
In many places the thoroughfares are ankle deep with
of light, music, perfume,

;

rose petals.

We

must add

that devotion to the Paraclete

not

is

restricted to Whitsuntide in these parts.
No boat is
even launched from St. Michael's until it has been
blessed.
As a token of its dedication to the Divine
Spirit, it is decked with flowers, provisioned with bread
and wine, and decorated with a crimson banner bearing the dove-emblem.

With us Whitsuntide

is

not observed socially.

In

and early New York, and also to some extent
in Pennsylvania and Maryland, Monday and Tuesday
were the occasion of civic celebrations. Capitol Hill
in Albany was formerly known as "Pinkster Hill
on
colonial

"

account of the Whitsuntide gatherings held there.

On

Monday the white people, and on Tuesday the colored,
assembled for a holiday. There were games, dancing,
and feasting, the staple refreshments being ginger-bread
and

hard-cider.
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Old King Charlie, a negro of patriarchal age and
bearing, was long the life and soul of the colored meetings.
In 1811 the Albany council passed ordinances
that practically abolished these outdoor celebrations.

In Brooklyn the old market near the ferry

was

years the scene of similar Whitsun gatherings.

Long

Island the colonists visited their friends

ed on brandy and soft waffles.

Chambers, Vol.

I,

and

for

On
feast-

(The Book of Days,

pp. 629-637.)

During the second half of the nineteenth century,

Monday as a holiday
New York, especially among the farm-

of keeping

traces

Pentecost

were

still

ers.

In gaily decorated

met

in

Among

wagons they

German

visited their neigh-

Western PennWriting on the organization and building of St. Joseph's Church, North
Side, Pittsburgh (formerly Allegheny City), the Rev. B.
Ceroid says: "In the early days the Monday following
the feast of Pentecost was customarily celebrated as a

bors.

sylvania

it

was

the

settlers of

likewise a holiday.

by those who came from Germany. Thus it was
866, a large number of men,
not only Catholics but even a few of their non-Catholic friends, assembled about 7 A. M. on the ground
with picks, shovels, wheelbarrow^s, and other implements, a few with horse and cart, and began to dig out
the ground in preparation for the foundation. About
10 A. M. Father Stibiel also came along. He was received with applause and was much surprised and highHe
ly pleased at the large number of men at work.
expressed his desire to lend his active help, was given
a pick and shovel, and began to v/ork for some time
By 5
until other duties demanded his time and care.
holiday,

that

on Pentecost Monday,

—
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M. the work had so far progressed that the
stone masons could begin their work on the following
morning, and all the willing helpers returned to their
homes, well pleased that they had done honor to God
by their day's work." (Golden Jubilee, St. Joseph's^
o'clock P.

Church, N.

S.,

Pittsburgh, Pa. 1917, pp. 10-11.)
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