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HOW CHURCHES ARE  
Michael Molinelli, AIA, LEED ap           

The archdeacon silently contemplated the gigantic building for a while, then 
sighed as he stretched out his right hand towards the printed book lying open on 
his table and his left hand towards Notre-Dame, and looked sadly from the book 
to the church.  

‘Alas! He said, this will kill that.’  

Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame de Paris 
Translation by Alban Krailsheimer 

Oxford University Press 1993  

In the book Notre-Dame de Paris, Victor Hugo discusses how buildings themselves 
were books.  All that the faithful needed to know was carved in the stones and shaped in 
the glass.  Those Gothic books still inspire and speak to use today.  Hugo’s archdeacon 
predicted, “The book will kill the building.”  With the printing press the individual author 
can more easily express in books what artistic collectives expressed in architecture.    

Today, we live in a literate society and our church buildings do not need to instruct us in 
the same way the old churches did.  Other factors have worked to dramatically change 
the form of our churches.  Among these is the cost of labor and improved technology.  
But most important were the changes instituted by Vatican II.   

The purpose of this article is to review how liturgical changes can manifest themselves in 
two different architecture projects.  (Both designed by the author.)  One is a renovation 
of an existing church.  The other is a new church.    

EVOLUTION OF THE LITURGY 
The Liturgy that we know today evolved 
over time.  The earliest gatherings were 
small clandestine groups around the 
table of a house.  As the Word spread, 
the Christians in Rome built underground 
gathering and burial areas known as the 
catacombs.  Once Christianity was 
legalized, the Church came above 
ground and the House of the Church 
(domus ecclesia) came with them.    

Roman and Greek temples were 
designed as a good place for individuals to bring animal sacrifice and scry fowl before 
their favorite graven image.  The early Christians wanted to gather together and pray.  
This was the most radical transformation of holy space in history – the assembly as a 
sacred act.  They discarded the temple form and borrowed the Roman basilica, which 
was used for offices or shopping malls.  Christians also embraced the Roman arts of 
sculpture, painting and mosaic.   

A Greek Temple
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Over time, traditions and rituals evolved into the Latin Mass many of us remember from 
the middle of the 20th century.  The unbaptized were not permitted in our consecrated 
churches, so fonts were outside the main nave and baptisms were private ceremonies.  
The ceremonial immersion in the early church was reduced to small anointings.  The 
holy language of Latin inspired awe but isolated the faithful from communal prayer.  The 
separation of the priest from the congregation with the rail enhanced the awe.  The 
distribution of communion over the rail and directly on the tongue was to prevent 
secreting away the host and desecrating of the Body of Christ.  The remote choir loft 
was to create the illusion of the voices of angles but discouraged the Parish from 
participation.  The dominant central present of the Tabernacle deemed that due respect 
be shown by having all face the Holy Eucharist.  This discouraged interaction between 
the people and the Priest who recited prayers alone.  The presence of the Blessed 
Sacrament in the Tabernacle competed with the profundity of the Consecration.  The 
altar, the table of the last supper, had become an elaborately decorated narrow shelf 
attached to the wall.   

LITURGIES ARE RENEWED 
With the Bishops during Vatican II, Pope John XXIII saw the opportunity to bring the 
community back into the Mass.  It was a historical shift.  The altar rails were removed.  
Baptism was brought into the community and the option of immersion revived.  We were 
encouraged to sing with the choir and pray with the Priest in our own language.  
Permissible music was expanded; liturgical dance was revived.  We began to receive the 
Body of Christ in our hands while standing.  The altar was moved forward so the Priest 
could face us.  Going to Mass was to become more like participating around the family 
dinner table than observing a show at a local theater.  The Bishops did not see these as 
changes but as a renewal of the earlier context of the ritual and prayer forms.  

DOES THE ARCHITECTURE NEED TO CHANGE? 
Most of our churches were designed 
before Vatican II and justifiably hold 
esteemed places in our hearts.  But 
today, participation and simpler and 
stronger rituals are encouraged and 
the architecture should reflect this.  
The physical changes to the building 
are far less dramatic (although more 
visible) than the Liturgical changes 
instituted by pope John XXIII.  An 
approach to design is outlined by the 
American Bishops in Build of Living 
Stone and Environment and Art in 
Catholic Worship.  All the directives 
there are based on the Liturgy 
described in the General Instruction 
of the Roman Missal.    

The Cathedral at Chartres
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The two case studies, we can illustrate the approach in actual practice.   

TWO OPPORTUNITIES 


