THE CONFI GURATI ON OF THE SACRED SPACE. SACRAMENTAL ESSENCE AND CHR STI AN EXI STENCE
Eduardo Segura Fernandez

The sacred space is a particularly appealing study subject for Aesthetics. The
phi | osophi cal reflection on the netaphysical core of beauty |eads us hand in hand to
the contenplation of human beauty which artists are capable of invoking', in a key
which is not only ontol ogically superior, but which is also provided as its best and
its own foundation. That foundation is the theol ogical aesthetics, i.e., the intel-
| ectual sphere where we may contenplate the beauty of shape echoing the original
Beauty of God.

Thus, the configuration of a sacred space faces us with the slow anal ysis of the
coordinates establishing the tenple identity: on the one hand, the sacramental es-
sence it hosts, on the other hand, the Christian essence it holds, while it serves
as an anplifier of the Apostles’ nandate setting off the Church's tenporal exis-
tence: «go and preach the Gospel to the whol e creation»2.

Inhabiting space is the initial engine of every architectural work. The human
being’s automatic response to a need for shelter, let us say, is rooted in people’s
specific nature and, as a result, it takes on the shape of an appropriation shaping
space: it configures it, turning it into existence. The response to that hurman need
pl aces us in an essentially anthropol ogi cal context:

«lnhabiting is a fundamental character of hurman life (.). Human beings inhabit
their homes. In a wider sense, they also inhabit cities. However, inhabiting is
sonet hi ng nore than «bei ng» or «being at», given that both concepts only have a pe-
ripheral relation with space»®

Wthin an anthropol ogi cal -t heol ogi cal scenario, these words bring to mnd, by
anal ogy, Nathan’s prophecy?. Gven that inhabiting is one of the features integrat-
i ng hunman bei ngs, and people gradually turn their houses into hones, then what can
be said about God’s hone? How do we deal with the issue of configuring a space which
is, sinultaneously, God s abode and the scenario of the realization of human bei ngs’
religious essence, both individually and inside the coomunity of believers? In other
words, is the configuration of the sacred space nerely a technical and functional
problemor does it require a silent meditation about the essence of tenples, about
their nmeaning, their deepest raison d etre? The specific habitation of the sacred
space configures a particular architectural type, perhaps a unique one, since one
does not just live in it, one also contenplates. Mreover, its specific habitation
is a contenplative one. The functionality of sacred space is one sanctified by the

1. John Paul Il,«Carta a los artistas» (1999), nn. 1 and 2, passim

2 f. Facts 1-2.

S Qto Friedrich Bollnow «Honbre y espaci o», Labor, Barcelona, 1969, p. 119.
4 2 Sanuel 7, 1-17.
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building itself, by its essence, by its radical service to God and to nen®.

Let us return for a mnute to Nathan's prophecy. The Bible tells us that |ahvé,
tired of acconpanying his people here and there around the desert, and throughout
the ordeals of the life of Israel —ertainly in a nysterious way, since God appears
at that tinme as a defenseless and poor traveler requiring attention and care- he
listens to David s generous offering. He intends to build a stable place, a sacred
space where the Lord may rest. This rest is conceived and expressed as the founda-
tion of a permanent abode in the mdst of men, a figure for the future gift of
Eucharist, of the saving sacramental presence which will not be restricted anynore
to the limts of the chosen people, but it wll reach every people on the Earth,
forever redeened by Christ®. The sacred text reads:

«And it cane to pass when David sat in his house, and the Lord had gi ven hi mrest
on every side fromall his enemes, he said to Nathan the Prophet: “See now, | dwell
in a house of cedar, and the ark of God dwelleth within the curtains”. And Nathan
said to the King: “Go, do all that is in thy heart, for the Lord is with thee”". O
that sane night, the Lord said to Nathan: “G and tell ny servant David, this is
what the Lord says: you shall not build ne a house to dwell in”»".

Therefore, God s habitati on anong people is expressed as a canping, as the per-
manent establishnent of a progressive covenant which points fromthe start towards
the configuration of physical spaces devoted to worship —in fact, since the proto-
CGospel - but, above everything else, to the permanence of God among his creatures®.
These pl aces of adoration are configured by the essential divine will, according to
whi ch, the neeting should take place within a spatial framework especially config-
ured to be a communi cation channel for prayer, cult and coomunion. That is, there is
a doubl e di mension across which this religion is spread: vertically, between God and
every person, and horizontally, between the community of God's children, i.e., the

5 The tenple’s own function is being a neeting place with God: that is its service. Neverthel ess,

these terns are obviously inadequate when researching the deep inplications of designing a sancti-
fied and sanctifying space. VW should bear in mnd that Yahweh hinsel f ordered Moses to take of f
hi s shoes during the burning bush epi sode, «because you are treading on sacred ground» (Exodus 3,
5.) The holiness of the sacred space is pre-deternined, it is previous to the architectural design
whi ch nust serve that high purpose. Oh the other hand, the fact that the Leviticus is full of the
details given by Yahweh in order to specify even the nost mnute liturgical detail.

6 . John 2, 19-21.

" 2 Samuel 7, 1-5.

8 Cf. John 4, 7-26. During his dialogue with the Samaritan, Jesus sets the bases of the relativity of
the tenple as the only place of worship: He is forever the new tenple of God among nen. That is
why Catholic tenples nust revolve around a double axis: the Eucharist —the tabernacle— which is
the sacramental source of the Church’s life, and the pulpit, the place fromwhere the Wrd is pro-
claimed and the faithful receive explanations and preaching. On the other hand, God accepts the
tenple in the AQd Testanent, so its relevance is relative, since everything depends on the obedi-
ence of Gd. (. 2 R 9). That is why God abandoned the Tenple in Ezechiel’'s tine, allowing its
destruction. Onever, the people still exists in exile. The topic in the New Testament focuses on
Jesuschri st who repl aced Jerusalem's tenple with his own body (Jn 2, 12-25). Is there no Tenple in
the New Testanent? There was not one for the first few centuries, though it would be wong to
think that there should not be one, as if it was something fromthe A d Testament. See about this
topi c: Joseph Ratzinger, «Uh nuevo canto para el Sefior» (Siguene, Sal ananca, 1999), with a chapter
(originally an article) on the Christian tenple fromthis perspective.
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Church. Thus, God’ s house becorres a reeting place with the gift, a signal of world s
sacredness, a sacrament and sign of the nystery.

Thus, the deep meaning of the sacred building, of the tenple, nmust be rediscov-
ered once and once again in the core of the Gospel nessage. It nust be its «spirit»,
the spirit of faith, hope and charity; therefore, the spirit of joy and hunbl eness,
those virtues nmarking Christianity as a religion for and of human fulfillnent and
joy. The synbol ogy contained by the tenple as belonging to its field —as if to say,
its essential senantic field- is the one referred to unity, sinplicity, light, the
primeval elenents, the effective material signs of the grace granted by the sacra-
ments, which specific and genuine ubi is the Church®.

At the start of these reflections we wondered about the metaphor as a valid con-
cept for configuring the sacred space. Wiat do | mean by netaphor in this context?
The metaphor is the field of nmeaning in which the full sense of the architectural
work is born fromand through synbolism That is, the netaphorical is nore signifi-
cant than the explicit, particularly when referring to the habitation of sacranental
realities in which the sign becones obvious and visible through the naterial. That
is what constitutes that same sense. The elenments contained by the tenple are the
bread, the word, the procession, the hierarchical structure shown in the liturgy,
the brotherly commnion, etc. They are figures of the gift, vehicles of the nystery
of God's life amd nen'.

In that new logic born out of the dialogue between the Father and each of his
children, represented nmainly in the tenple which is the shelter for each person’s
intimate prayer with God, the human being is integrated in the nystery of God s
love. God himself is the nystery which becones the ideal home for everyone, because
it is only in the solitude of a personal neeting with God where the mracle of a
free reception of the | by the You takes place. The sacred space nust provide a
response to this sacranental reality in its miltiplicity, perhaps avoiding those
canons or expressive neans which are well consolidated but a little hieratical *

® The great Frank Ll oyd Wight considered |ight to be the explicit signal of beauty, of full hunanity.
Cf Frank Lloyd Wight, «A Testanent», NY., New York, 1957.

10 «The fact that Ronchanp is a church, a building, therefore it is destined and conditioned by its
destiny in every detail, was not a hindrance for the master builder. Dancing in chains is part of
hi s profession —ehai ned by what a thing!—shaping objective insterests in a manner that is lit up
at the level of what is disinterested in itself. The goal is raised here to the ki ngdom where hu-
man interests go dunb because they are assuned by the invisible interests of one who is totally
sorreone el se, whose ki ngdom nen nay only grasp and tread on by sacrificing all of his purposes to
Hm If this liturgical space is totally at the service of that sacrifice, the radiant activity of

human i nagination in the nystery, should it not neet another illumnating force, i.e., that of the
Holy Ghost? — does it happen at the tine of the starry conjunction which is not prolonged by a
nere transmission of sacred forns and which, least of all, can be replicated?» (Hans Us von
Bal thasar, «Geleitwort En Tag mt Ronchanp», Johannes Verlag, E nsiedeln, 1958.

1 Prayer was thus defined by John Paul I1: A dialogue where You is nore inportant than I. C. John
Paul 1l, «Quzando el unbral de |a esperanza», Planeta, Madrid, 2000, chapter 1.

12 Beauty, every type of beauty, talks about God. The appropriation of particular kinds of beauty or
the exclusion of an alleged «canon» of works of art that do not refer explicitly to God indicates
fai ntheartedness and netaphorical poorness. The architect’s job in the field of designing the sa-
cred space entails the expansion of the concepts of admration and surprise, it entails reconsid-
ering the gift and grace as the axes articul ati ng human exi stence in the world.
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The anbi guity and pol ysenous weal th of the Eucharist message points towards the need
that constitutes the architect’s work, which is, paying attention at the way in
whi ch the structural elenents of the building nust be integrated fromthe netaphori -
cal essence reveal ed by the signs®.

It would be hel pful for our purpose to draw a few concl usi ons about the liturgi-
cal rules issued by the Church during the Il Vatican Council. It is revealing that
the Apostolic Constitution Sacrosantum Concilium containing the rules regarding
di vine worship, was the first one to be enacted on 4 Decenber 1963, two years before
the ending of the GCouncil’s work. Nevertheless, we may say generally that in the
last 40 years there has been a striking decline in the aesthetic criteria guiding
the work of architects, priests and designers within the Church. | amnot just re-
ferring to the change or deletion of particular elenents having a radical influence
in the spatial distribution of tenples, such as the elinmnation of the pulpit in
favor of the anbon, but —in a nmore central way as regards the sacramental essence of
the tenple, a probl em which remains open to theol ogi cal and disciplinary debate- to
the provision according to which the priest stands coram popul o during the perform
ance of the Eucharist, thus creating a new di mension for the concept of presbytery,
the introitus procession or the choir, just to mention a few of thent*.

Therefore, it is advisable for the architects to know well the Council’s recom
nmendati ons about the liturgy, so that their work effectively serves the cult and the
formation of the sense of sacredness anong the faithful. Mreover, their creativity
should serve as a vehicle for educating a new vision, a sensitivity nmore in tune
with the sanctity of the sacramental |ife around which the individual and comunity
exi stence of Christians revol ves®.

13 Just to quote one exanple, the building plan and the location of the sacristy, the baptistery of
the Chapel of the Holy Sacranent should reflect the neaning of the tenple as a living body. The
tenple functionality stems, as already nentioned, from the sacranental essence of the worship
place and not froman alleged practical autonony of the parts: «The building is elenentally anong
us as a work full of spirit. Here spirit neans, above all, human spirit, genius, which cannot ex-
ist without a fully nastered téchné, but which matures successfully in a final result that charns
as a mracle, above technical skills toyed with by the spirit in the inage of divine w sdom (cf.
Prov 8, 30-31). Certainly, there are sone things in the building technique which facilitate the
sensation of oscillating lightness: bridges, road |layouts, houses of seemngly inexistent weight.
Neverthel ess, this is not the purpose, even though the whol e necessary techni que was used, but the
prupose was the gane of the unique and free spirit released by the strenghth of its creative fan-
tasy, a gane that raises us to the kingdom of onthological freedom |oaded with the weapons of
nmast er shi p» (Hans Us von Bal thasar, op. quote).

¥ In that regard, cf. Valeria Annecchino, «H ©presbiterio en la arquitectura sacra», at

WAW. upr a. or g/ ar chi vi o_pdf / ec61- annecchi no. pdf . Nevertheless, it should be born in mnd that the

Gounci| did not order the coram popul o cel ebration, nor even the 1967 updated edition of the Ms-

sal. Actually, the Mssal only mentions in its 2001 edition that the cel ebration is coram popul o.

The practice gradually inposed itself, though it was questioned by Joseph Ratzinger hinself. .

The final interviewin «La fiesta de la fe», Desclee de Brower, Bilbao, 1999. Card. Schénborn of

Vi enna has al so asked the Congregation of the Qult for explanations about the addition to the 2001

Mssal edition. The answer he received qualifies the statement that the cel ebration should be fac-

ing the peopl e.

15 «Wien buil ding tenples, careful diligence should be applied to their aptness for the cel ebration of
liturgical actions, and to achieve the active participation of the faithful» (Sacrosantum
Concilium chap. 7, n. 124). Please note that the regulatory aspect is inplicitly stated, it is
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Mbdern Fi nnish architecture provides an interesting and reveal ing exanpl e of an
artistic, sub-creative work where the metaphoric has taken on an entity which re-
veals or, at least unveils (sooner than referring to itself) the nystery it serves.
Many of these Lutheran tenples were built after the Second Wrld War. The core of
Lutheran liturgy lies in listening to the Wird and the sernon. Therefore, the cen-
tral part of these churches is oriented East-Wst', and built around the altar and
the pulpit. In funerary chapels, the main feature is the sensation of a sequence of
spaces framed by the funerary procession. Besides, the interaction between |ight and
space configures the designs from inside out, simultaneously making explicit the
radical relation between the tenple and Nature. Al of this architectural work,
rooted in the conprehension of the nystery through the metaphor —the naterial sign
which is a figure of sonmething else and, finally, of what is radically alien-, gen-
erates a pure atnosphere of cl oseness and openness to the nystery'’.

rather an advice than a duty. The specific means of turning these indications into inhabited
volunes and spaces is left to the architect’s prudence, sensitiveness and Eucharist piety;
according to the term «habitation» used herewith.

16 «(...) with the strength of the Holy Ghost, you inbue with life and sanctify everything, and gather
your peopl e incessantly, so that they offer a stainless sacrifice in your honor fromdawn to sun-
set», start of the Il Eucharist Prayer.

A few exanples are: the Resurrection Chapel in Turku; the Qaniemi Chapel in Espoo, by Kaija &
Heikki Siren; the Three Grosses Church in Vuoksenniska; lmatra, by Alvar Aalto; or the Vatiala
Chapel in Kangasal a.
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