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Suitability 

When a new church is built, the prayers of 

dedication emphasise that the building should be 

designed for the liturgies that will be celebrated in 

that church. Specifically, this means designing a 

church for the celebration of the Sunday Eucharist, 

the Easter Vigil and the Sacraments including 

Baptisms and Funerals. 

This is also the starting point when churches are 

renovated or restored. If an opportunity arises where 

the internal arrangement of a church could be 

modified, any such modification should improve the 

suitability of the space to celebrate the liturgy. ‘The 
celebration of liturgical services and the active 
participation of the faithful are the foremost 
considerations in church design’ (When Churches 

are to be Built, Liturgy Brisbane 2014). 

In an existing church there are parameters within 

which a modified design is constrained. These 

parameters can be physical like the existing 

furnishings, structural columns and footprint of the 

building or the parameters could be cultural like the 

experience of previous celebrations and the local 

traditions of worship.  

A redesign of the internal liturgical space of a 

church is always sensitive to these ideals and 

realities and also to the pastoral needs of the 

community. 

As well as the suitability of the internal space, there 

are a number of other design principles that should 

be taken into account, including simplicity, 

genuineness, audibility and visibility and dignity. 

Simplicity 

Simplicity relates to the space inside the church 

building being free from flashiness, flamboyance, 

distraction and clutter so that the dignity of the 

space is maintained. Simplicity helps the faithful to 

focus on the action of the liturgy, encouraging 

active participation and a fuller understanding of 

the meaning of the celebration.  

A feature of the reforms of Vatican II included a 

simplification of the way we celebrate the 

Eucharist and the Sacraments. This is known as 

‘noble simplicity’. Noble simplicity is a particularly 

distinguishing feature of our Roman Rite and this 

principle is carried over into church design. 

Genuineness 

Genuineness relates to the authenticity of the 

materials used for church furnishings and 

decorations. If stone is used, it should be stone, not 

a veneer. If wood is used, it should be wood. 

Genuineness relates to the noble simplicity of 

church design and should enhance this simplicity. 

In a plastic throwaway society, it is important that 

the materials and decorations used in a church 

reflect the beauty and permanence of the liturgy. 
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Audibility and visibility 

To encourage active participation of the faithful 

in the liturgy, people need to be able to hear and 

see the liturgy. An effective sound system is 

imperative in large churches and should include a 

capability for people who use hearing aids to 

tune into the system. Any such sound system 

should also ensure that the musicians and their 

instruments can be heard at such a level and 

tone that encourages the faithful to join in the 

singing. 

While audibility can be enhanced by a sound 

system, visibility is mostly influenced by the 

location of the various liturgical furnishings 

including the Altar, Ambo, Presider’s Chair and 
Cathedra. This is a particular challenge in gothic 

style churches where columns are used as 

structural supports. When redesigning or modifying 

the inside of a church, due consideration should 

be given to the visibility of the Altar, Ambo, 

Presider’s Chair and Cathedra, which can 
improve the active participation of the faithful. 

Dignity 

The preceding design principles are summed-up 

in the final principle of ensuring the dignity of the 

liturgical space. The inside of a church should 

have an inherent dignity. It should be easily 

distinguishable as a distinct place of worship and 

deemed worthy, honoured or esteemed by what 

takes place in the building.  

This dignity extends to being able to recognise the 

locations where particular ministries are exercised. 

The sanctuary which includes the Altar, Ambo, 

Presider’s Chair and Cathedra, should be distinct 
from the other areas of the church. Likewise, the 

space where the music ministry is exercised, 

where Baptisms take place and where the Blessed 

Sacrament is reserved in the tabernacle, should 

be easily distinguishable. How this is achieved 

depends on the materials used, the colour of 

furnishings, the floor and wall coverings and a 

wide range of other creative and innovative  

measures. 

The restoration of the Cathedral is an opportune time to look at the 

internal arrangement of the building and focus on the liturgical 

suitability of the furnishings and space. 

This article is part of a series of fact sheets that explains the 

importance and meaning of the liturgical furniture and its context in 

the Cathedral. 

The basis and some of the material used in this article comes from The Liturgical Environment, What the Documents 
Say, Mark G Boyer, Liturgical Press 2010. 


