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A Foretaste of the Heavenly Banquet 
The celebration of Eucharist and its significance for the design of the church 
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The liturgies and structures of the past 

 The history of the Eucharist and the buildings in 

which it has been celebrated is a mirror of the 

development of the Church. Earliest evidence indicates 

that the unified celebration of the Mass took a while to 

take shape. Jewish Christians at first continued to go to 

the Jewish services and followed these with gatherings in 

“house-churches” for the breaking and sharing of the 

bread. Well after early Christians stopped going to the 

synagogues, the gatherings 

in house-churches 

continued. Eucharist was 

understood at this time 

mainly in terms of a meal, 

and so the place for breaking 

the bread, the table, had 

prominence, and the liturgies 

were quite intimate. Any 

buildings that housed 

Christian worship during the 

early centuries was called a 

domus ecclesia, a “house for 

the church,” with “church” 

referring to the people and 

not the building. 

 With the continuing 

growth of the Church, larger 

buildings were required. For 

the most part, Christians at first took over existing 

public buildings and just made do with what they got. 

And by the end of the third century what they got most 

often was a style of building called a basilica. This they 

adapted to achieve the form with which we are familiar. 

With the rule of Constantine, the Church was becoming 

an established part of the culture, and began to take on 

the trappings of the surrounding society. These 

developments were accompanied by an increasing 

separation between the clergy and the rest of the 

assembly. Liturgies became increasingly the domain of 

the clerical orders and the laypeople became more and 

more passive onlookers. 

 Building styles evolved to the Romanesque from 

the sixth to the eleventh centuries with a strong boost 

from Charlemagne. As the pope and emperor grew 

more powerful, the Church began to see Christ as 

emperor. Every development now seemed to contribute 

to a more impersonal, more imperial liturgy.  

 Starting in the twelfth century, soaring spaces filled 

with light began to appear with the advent of the Gothic 

style. The effect was that people entering these churches 

would be awestruck in the presence of God. The church 

became more a house for God and less a house for 

God’s people, who were generally excluded from 

participating actively in the liturgy, often by a screen or 

choir stalls reserved for clergy. By the time of the 

Renaissance, the fourteenth through the sixteenth 

centuries, the altar was further removed and very 

ornate. It became more a place for the reservation of the 

Eucharist while private 

devotion to the Eucharist grew.  

 From 1600 to 1800 

Christ’s image, paralleling that 

of European royalty, evolved 

to Prince of heaven, and the 

church buildings became 

courtly drawing rooms. Lavish 

decorative embellishments 

surrounded the sanctuary area. 

 Throughout all these 

centuries, participation on the 

part of the laity went from 

active and engaged to more 

passive to mute spectator 

observing a rite in a foreign 

tongue. Finally, the laity 

engaged in an altogether 

different activity at the same 

time—devotions such as praying the Rosary during 

Mass arose. The church became a place to see the 

liturgy rather than to participate in it, and so our church 

structures had much in common with theaters and 

auditoriums. It must be said, however, that the visual 

spectacle accompanied by glorious music and clouds of 

incense had uplifting qualities that made their loss 

keenly felt when the pendulum inevitably swung back. 

 Little new happened in church buildings for most of 

the next two centuries. But other developments were 

brewing that would have a significant impact on church 

buildings in our lifetime.  

 Progress in scientific and academic inquiry toward 

the end of the nineteenth century brought about an 

awareness of how the Church formerly worshiped, and 

all during the twentieth century support for a return to 

our roots grew and grew (among both academics and 

Popes) and ultimately had its outlet in reformed liturgy 

of the Second Vatican Council.  
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Our reformed liturgy 

 So now we have a renewed liturgy that in many 

cases is still celebrated in unreformed spaces. This 

seismic shift has been jarring and unsettling and the 

marriage of the new with the old has been 

unsatisfactory at times. The new wine of the reformed 

liturgy is bursting the old wineskins of the old churches. 

So what is this liturgy all about, that you and I celebrate 

each and every weekend? And what does it mean for 

the churches that we build and renovate now? 

 The biggest change is that the “full and active 

participation by all the people is the aim to be considered 

before all else” (Vatican II, Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy, #14). While many people point to the turning 

around of the altar as one of the key developments, it 

wasn’t done so that the priest could face the people, it 

was done so that the people could surround the altar and 

once again claim the action that is ours by virtue of our 

baptism. It is the people, together with the priest, who 

celebrate the Eucharist. Churches built like auditoriums 

would have to give way to designs that encourage this 

full participation to take place.  

 Our Mass now is alive with movement and 

activity—there are five processions! Liturgy celebrated 

well has no room for “pew potatoes.” Our Eucharist can 

be said to have three key features: 

 1. Gathering. It is God who convenes us, who 

invites us to come together for Eucharist. Our sense of 

obligation comes not because of some external dictum 

but because we are summoned and respond out of our 

sense of gratitude to God. When we gather, there should 

be no distinctions among us. No privileged entrances, 

no honored seating sections. The Body of Christ 

convenes to celebrate Christ’s presence in our midst. 

Our church building needs to help us to do that—to help 

us have a true sense of gathering. 

 2. Call and response. The liturgy is full of 

invitations and responses, from “The Lord be with 

you”—“And also with you” all the way up to our 

response to the Word in the Eucharistic action. It’s all 

about God’s call and our response. Each Mass is a 

rehearsal for living in God’s kingdom; how we respond 

in church influences how we respond in our lives. We 

who share in Christ’s body and blood are by that 

sharing declaring our solidarity with him and with his 

mission. When Jesus said “Do this in memory of me” 

he was speaking not only of the action of the blessing 

and sharing of the bread and wine, but of doing what he 

did with his life. In the Eucharist we truly become what 

we eat. And this leads to our third feature. 

 3. Mission. The proper question to ask after Mass is 

not “what did you get out of it?” Rather, we should ask, 

“Did the community get what it needs so that it can do 

what it is called to do?” Every Mass can be a little 

conversion experience. Every Mass leads us out to 

evangelize and heal and reconcile and do God’s work in 

many ways. 

 What kind of people does the Mass say we are? It 

says that we are God’s people, gathered by God in 

grateful praise to be nourished and sent out to do God’s 

work. Earlier church designs supported the view of God 

and the Church that was prevalent in those days. We 

need to have a church design now that supports who we 

are called to be in the Mass today and in twenty years 

and in forty years and in eighty years. 

 

A church built around the liturgy 

 The design modifications proposed for St. Agnes 

Parish support the renewed Eucharistic liturgy in a 

number of ways. Here are some of the most prominent:  

� There is a primary main entrance that everyone 

can use regardless of physical capability. It 

leads into a gathering area in which the 

community can come together and prepare to 

worship. 

� The altar is surrounded by the worshiping 

assembly and the physical needs of the 

liturgical ministers will be met by shallower 

steps and a ramp.  

� The plan allows for processional and other 

movement called for by the Roman rites and the 

symbolic space needed by altar, ambo (pulpit), 

presider’s chair, and baptismal font.  

� A separate and prominent place is provided for 

the reservation of the Blessed Sacrament that 

assures reverence for the Eucharist while it 

allows the actions of the Mass to have their 

proper focus. 

� The design will afford comfort, safety, 

accessibility, hospitality, audibility, and 

visibility to all as needed so that their attention 

can be on the liturgy and its fruits. 

   

 

 


