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SAN JUAN — A measure of the 
popularity of the Basilica of Our Lady 
of San Juan del Valle-National Shrine 
is the very large number of candles lit 
during a given week. The basilica has 
long had a candle room into which 
pilgrims’ lighted candles are moved 
after spending time before the image 
of Our Lady, simply to make room for 
the next wave of visitors’ votives. The 
special candle room also evacuates the 
smoke, carbon monoxide and some 
of the heat generated by thousands of 
candles each week.

But now the candles have outgrown 
their room.

The basilica’s rector, Father Jorge 
Gomez, talked recently about the 
glowing avalanche.

“We have (our) special room inside 
the basilica where we can put up to 
12,000 candles. But we need more room 

than that,” he said. “Especially now 
after the pandemic, a lot of people are 
coming to light candles; more candles 
are being lit than before the pandemic. 

“Before COVID, we would be selling 
probably an average of 10,000 candles a 
week. During the summer, there were 
weeks that we had 12-13,000 … and 
then that creates a lot of heat inside the 
basilica. Of course, we have the three 
extractors to get the heat out, but still 
it’s inside the basilica. 

“When you get 10,000 candles 
inside, all the heat it creates — we 
have the AC there, but it gets up to 180 
degrees inside,” Father Gomez said. “I 
call it ‘the little Purgatory.’”

“So we need more room than that.”
The solution: Construction of a 

new double candle room on the outside 
of the basilica. The twin glass and steel 
rooms — a thousand square feet each 
— will occupy a new plaza to be built 
in front of the steps below the huge 
mosaic of Christ and Our Lady on the 
basilica’s north side.

Arturo Ybarra, one of the architects 
for the project, said the twin structures 
were designed to complement the 
basilica’s basic ground plan, which is 
based on the outline of the image of 
Our Lady of San Juan del Valle.

 “Well, I’m pretty sure that the 

original architect who did it had 
something in mind to do over here,” he 
said. “If you see the bird’s eye view, the 
basilica is in the shape of the Virgin. … 
It’s the shape of the image. 

“So ideally, the design of the candle 
rooms is to follow the gold of the 
bottom of the Virgin. What we decided 
to do for those two rooms is going to be 
that gold image at the bottom, to kind 
of continue the original design that the 
architect had in mind.”

The new candle rooms will feature 
heavy duty equipment to deal with the 
heat and fumes the candles generate.

“It’ll have … 1-1/2 to 2-ton air 
conditioners in each just to keep the 
room cool because of all the candles,” 
Ybarra said.

Tall glass walls will permit viewing 
by visitors walking on the plaza.

“It’s gonna be neat,” Ybarra said. 
“I’m excited for it.”

The addition has been on the 
want list for a couple of years, but 
the pandemic and its consequences 
in an oblique way delayed the start. 
Supply interruptions forced up the 
cost of building materials to the point 
that construction companies could 
not bid accurately on jobs because of 
price fluctuations. The candle room 
project was no exception. Late last year, 

though, Father Gomez finally found 
three firms willing to bid.          

“It’s going to help us save money 
on air conditioning and electricity,” he 
said. “(Now) every time you open the 
doors to put in more candles or to get 
the racks or the glass out, the AC goes 
— poof ! — there because the extractors 
are just sucking out the air.”

The basilica and its candles recently 
made a splash on the “The Texas Bucket 
List” television show in December, 
when Father Gomez explained why 
each visitor’s candle needs a place to 
remain lit until it burns out on its own.

“I always say that a candle has 
something special,” he said. “Because it 
is a prayer, it is a thanksgiving, it is a 
petition. It is a family praying there. It 
has a lot of meaning.”

Ground was broken for the new 
candle rooms on Jan. 20, with Bishop 
Daniel E. Flores and San Juan’s mayor 
and other city officials participating. 
The site is currently staked out and 
fenced off, but three or four trees will 
have to be moved first. Construction is 
likely to take 2-1/2 to 3 months.

Architects for the project are 
Ybarra and Marcelo Martinez of 1718 
Architecture of San Antonio; the 
contractor is Hoover Construction, 
also of San Antonio.

The light that burns twice as bright ... 

Forest of lit candles 
spawns construction 
of twin candle rooms 
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