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The Church Building 
as Sacramental Sign

B y  P h i l i P  B e s s

if the church is to be a witness to the heavenly City, 

Christians must once again be not only good patrons of 

architecture, but also (and even more) good patrons of 

urbanism. heralding the City of God is only made more 

difficult by acquiescing in the suburb of Man. 

Think with me about the church building in the city and the church 
building as a city; about the inside significance of the church building 
and the outside significance of the church building; and, above all, 

about the church building as a visible witness to the mystery of the ongoing 
life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus.

C I T I E S  A N D  T H E  G O O D  L I F E
The philosopher Aristotle, who lived some four centuries before Christ, 

is the intellectual wellspring of western thinking about the form of cities, or 
urbanism. The best life for individual human beings, he observes, is the life 
of moral and intellectual virtue lived in community with others and most 
particularly in a polis, or city-state. 

 The city is a central metaphor and theme of historic Christianity. Scrip-
ture depicts the end of the human pilgrimage as a heavenly city, the New 
Jerusalem. In the fifth century, Augustine describes the distinctive character 
of Christian vocation as our simultaneously being citizens of two cities: an 
earthly city and a heavenly city, the City of Man and the City of God. In 
Augustine’s view, the Church is a sacramental mystery seeking to make her 
members over the course of a lifetime fit citizens for the City of God; we 
become thus in part by learning to be good citizens in the City of Man and 
by loving the City of Man with a properly ordered love, never forgetting 
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that our first loyalty is to the heavenly city that is our origin and destiny.
Aristotle says of the polis that it is a community of communities, “the 

highest of all, which embraces all the rest, [aiming] at the highest good,” 
which is the well-being of all its citizens.1 Now at one level a Christian 
might say this is not quite right, inasmuch as the Church would be charac-
terized as the highest of all communities, aiming at the highest good—the 
eternal well-being of all its citizens. But here again, Augustine offers the 
insightful hermeneutical key. In her life on earth, the Church is but a single 
member of and participant in that community of communities which is the 
earthly city. But with respect to her divine vocation, the Church recognizes 
that here she has no lasting city, but seeks the City of God that is to come—
and not only seeks but represents and to some extent even embodies it. 
Thus it is more true than even Aristotle knew, that the highest of all com-
munities—embracing all the rest and aiming at the highest good, which is 
the well-being of all its citizens—is indeed a City: it is the City of God, of 
which the Church is its earthly herald, symbol, and embodied anticipation.

In the following passage we glimpse Augustine’s inclusive urban vision 
and the complex relationship between the earthy and heavenly cities: 

[While] this Heavenly City is a pilgrim on earth, she summons citi-
zens of all nations and every tongue, and brings together a society of 
pilgrims in which no attention is paid to any differences in the cus-
toms, laws, and institutions by which earthly peace is achieved or 
maintained. She does not rescind or destroy these things, however. 
For whatever differences there are among the various nations, these 
all tend towards the same end of earthly peace. Thus, she preserves 
and follows them, provided only that they do not impede the reli-
gion by which we are taught that the one supreme and true God is 
to be worshipped…. Indeed, she directs that earthly peace towards 
heavenly peace: towards the peace…[that] is a perfectly ordered and 
perfectly harmonious fellowship in the enjoyment of God, and of 
one another in God…. This [heavenly] peace the Heavenly City pos-
sesses in faith while on its pilgrimage, and by this faith it lives righ-
teously, directing towards the attainment of that peace every good 
act which it performs either for God, or—since the city’s life is inevi-
tably a social one—for neighbour.2

I N D I v I D u A L I S m  A N D  S p r A w L
The life of the city as “a social one” is a reality and ideal that since the 

Enlightenment and the rise of the industrial city has become increasingly 
problematic. Tocqueville, in Democracy in America (1835), noted the inherent 
tendency of democratic societies to foster a culture of individualism. There 
is now a large volume of academic and popular literature devoted to mod-
ern society’s discovery and celebration of the “autonomous self.”3
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Our society’s view of selfhood is reflected in the spatial forms of the 
built environment—and the physical expression of individualism is post-
WWII suburban sprawl. The culture of individualism has affected, if not 
corrupted, virtually every institution responsible for the creation of the built 
environment: from the profession of architecture, to the institutions of archi-
tectural education, to the institutional patrons of architecture, to the organi-

zation of the construction 
industry, to the rule-of-
thumb manuals of trans-
portation engineers, to the 
lending policies of banks, to 
the legal framework repre-
sented by zoning ordinanc-
es that regulate where and 
how buildings get built. 
The vision of both the City 
of Man and the City of God 
to which I referred earlier 
stands in the sharpest pos-

sible contrast to the suburban ideal that has become our culture’s dominant 
paradigm for the good life.

Suburban sprawl is problematic because it renders cross-generational, 
mixed-class communities of place impossible. The automobile suburb—of 
its very nature, owing to its physical characteristics—effectively demobilizes 
and disenfranchises that significant percentage of the population which is 
too young, too old, too poor, or too feeble to drive an automobile. Suburbia 
cannot deliver on its promise of convenience, mobility, beauty of the natural 
landscape, and individual freedom and well-being for all. Its contradictory 
nature is evidenced in that the persons who have most recently arrived in 
suburbia are often the people most vociferously opposed to its continuing 
extension, the political phenomenon that has come to be known as NIMBY-
ism, or “Not-In-My-Back-Yard-ism.” 

Our suburban cultural habit undermines the formal patterns, the urban 
patterns, by which human beings traditionally have sought to achieve the 
good life. The American suburb is a cultural conspiracy catering to the illu-
sion that unpleasantness in life can be avoided. But Christians above all 
must surely understand that unpleasantness in life cannot be avoided; and   
I think it is not too much to say of the traditional city that it is a complex 
institution designed to address and transform the unpleasantries of human 
life by means of community, culture, and civil society.

T r A D I T I O N A L  N E I G H b O r H O O D S  A N D  C O m m u N I T y
Design professionals who are interested in traditional architecture and 

urbanism agree that the mixed-use walkable neighborhood is essential to 

American suburbs cater to the illusion that 

unpleasantness in life can be avoided. The 

traditional city is designed to transform the 

unpleasantries of human life by means of 

community, culture, and civil society.
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good urban design and ought to be a focus of both public policy and our 
design efforts. A neighborhood standing alone in the landscape is a village; 
several neighborhoods in the landscape are a town; and many contiguous 
neighborhoods constitute a city or a metropolis. But to make traditional 
neighborhoods today requires a conscientious rejection of the way we have 
been making human settlements since 1945.

Léon Krier, the most influential traditional urbanist of our time, famous-
ly compares the traditional urban neighborhood to a slice of pizza. A neigh-
borhood is to the larger city what a slice of the pizza is to the whole pie— 
a part that contains within itself the essential qualities and elements of the 
whole. In contrast, the separation of uses typical of the modern suburb (and 
typically mandated by modern zoning) is analogous to separating all the in-
gredients of the pizza from each other—the crust here, the sauce over there, 
the cheese someplace else, the pepperoni way out yonder, and so on. This 
latter arrangement has all the ingredients of the pizza, but it is not a pizza 
precisely because it does not have the form of a pizza. Similarly, the post-
WWII suburb has all the ingredients of a city, but it is not a city because it 
lacks both the physical and the social form of a city. And the reason this 
matters is because the very purpose of the city—the good life for human   
beings—is not as separable from the formal order of the city as our cultural 
ideal of suburbia leads us to believe.

Traditional cities have a characteristic form, Krier observes. The private, 
economic realm and civic realm are identifiably separate but necessarily 
mixed together. Streets are defined by blocks of private buildings, while 
hard-surfaced plazas or garden-filled squares are typically fronted by civic 
buildings or focused on a monument. Virtually all urban streets connect; 
urban culs-de-sac are rare. Although there is a recognizable hierarchy of 
streets according to traffic capacity, urban streets always have on-street 
parking and wide sidewalks to safely and comfortably accommodate ped-
estrians (and, in some places, the patrons of outdoor cafes).

Often the buildings have a mix of uses. Those used for commerce may 
have residences above the ground floor, and buildings primarily intended 
as residences may shelter small offices or businesses. Good cities provide    
a variety of housing types, often on the same block. In addition to various 
kinds of detached single-family houses, there may be row houses, flats, 
apartment buildings, coach houses, and the aforementioned apartments-
above-stores. The consequence of this concentrated mix of housing is that 
the young and the old, singles and families, the poor and the wealthy, can 
all find places to live within the neighborhood. Small ancillary buildings  
are typically permitted and encouraged within the backyard of each lot.     
In addition to parking, this small building may be used as one rental unit   
of housing or as a place to work.

Good neighborhoods have good schools (particularly elementary 
schools within walking distance of both students and teachers) and parks    
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of various sizes for both passive and active recreation. They reserve promi-
nent sites for civic buildings and community monuments. Buildings for 
education, religion, culture, sport, and government are sited either at the 
end of important street vistas or fronting squares or plazas. 

All of these civic, commercial, residential, and recreational buildings 
and uses are within pedestrian proximity of each other—a one-quarter- to 

one-half-mile walk. The 
most important implication 
of this is that persons who 
are too young, too old, too 
poor, or too infirm to drive 
a car remain able to live a 
relatively independent life 
in their community. The car 
becomes a convenience 
rather than a necessity.

Making neighborhoods 
of such quality today is as 

simple as looking closely at, emulating, and attempting to improve upon the 
most beloved cities and neighborhoods in the world. Unfortunately, making 
such neighborhoods is as hard as the fact that in most places in America to-
day it is literally illegal to build such environments and also that—to com-
plicate matters even further—we have lost the cultural habit of doing so.

T H E  L O G I C  O F  C H u r C H  A r C H I T E C T u r E 
I have been contrasting two formal paradigms of human settlement—the 

traditional urban neighborhood and the automobile suburb. Today, urban-
ists are sounding alarm bells: the social and cultural costs of sprawl are ex-
cessive, sprawl itself is culturally and environmentally unsustainable, and 
the only alternative to suburbia is the revival of the art of making traditional 
cities. What are the implications of these ideas for church architecture?

Father Timothy Vaverek suggests that the first duty of the church build-
ing is to be an image of the Church as a whole, of that communion of God 
and human beings across time wrought through the mystery of Christ’s 
death, resurrection, and ascension. “The entire building is therefore ‘sacra-
mental’ in that it visibly represents the Church, the kingdom of God present 
now in mystery,” Vaverek urges. “The church building is an icon of the 
Church herself and a witness to the kingdom.”4 Good church buildings   
proclaim the Church’s faith in visible signs and evangelize the neighbor-
hood, the city, and the nation. Nonbelievers point to them as stunning 
examples of art as well as mysterious, public symbols of Christian piety.

What form or forms, then, should twenty-first-century church build- 
ings take? Several characteristics of sacred architecture, common in many 
cultures, seem to be grounded in created nature and human nature: a recog-

The first duty of the church building is to be 

an image of the Church as a whole, of that 

communion of God and human beings across 

time wrought through the mystery of Christ’s 

death, resurrection, and ascension.
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nizable verticality (in height or depth); a concern for light and shadow; a 
care for craft, durability, and material particularity; the conscious use of 
mathematics and geometry as formal ordering devices; a compositional   
and artistic unity; and a sense of hierarchy, by which I simply mean formal 
evidence that some things are regarded as more important than others. 

Other formal aspects of Christian church buildings iconographically 
reflect something of the nature of the Trinitarian God who has revealed 
himself through created nature and in human history through Jesus Christ 
and various manifestations of the Holy Spirit. The centralized plan based upon 
the geometry of the circle symbolically represents the unity and changeless 
perfection of God. The great, high-roofed hall of the basilican plan represents 
the dynamic movement of nature and history toward their end in God. The 
cruciform plan includes the preceding argument; yet it also symbolizes the 
mystical Body of Christ and best expresses—at the crossing of nave and 
transept—the intersection of heaven and earth and the communion of God 
and human beings at the axis mundi. There may be a contemporary argu-
ment for the elliptical plan as expressing the dynamic relationship and move-
ment between the liturgy of the Word and the liturgy of the Eucharist. 

The style of the church building, as well as its form, can be an expres-
sion of the Church’s mission. The style of Classicism, with its interest in the 
proportions of the human figure, can be a celebration by the Church of the 
incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity. The Gothic style’s verticality 
and its ethereal quality of light is a celebration of the mystical presence of 
God the Holy Spirit. Exuberant localized vernacular expressions can be a fitting 
testimony to the endlessly creative energy of God the Father. 

Finally, a case can be made for monastic simplicity and austerity of build-
ings to express the Church’s voluntary solidarity with the poor. “I shall say 
nothing about the soaring heights and extravagant lengths and unnecessary 
widths of the churches, nothing about their expensive decorations and their 
novel images, which catch the attention of those who go in to pray, and dry 
up their devotion,” wrote the Cistercian monk, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-
1153). “Let them be, since it is all to the glory of God. However, as one 
monk to another, may I ask [this] question...‘tell me, O poor men—if you  
are really poor men—why is there gold in the holy place?’... The stones of 
the church are covered with gold, while its children are left naked. The food 
of the poor is taken to feed the eyes of the rich, and amusement is provided 
for the curious, while the needy have not even the necessities of life.”5

T H E  C H u r C H  O N  A  p u b L I C  S q u A r E
We have been thinking about the church building itself. What about the 

church building’s immediate context? If the neighborhood church is to be 
both an identifiable community center and witness to the Heavenly City, 
Christians must once again be not only good patrons of architecture, but 
also (and even more) good patrons of urbanism. Heralding the City of God 
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is only made more difficult by acquiescing in the Suburb of Man. 
Unfortunately, it is not the church on the public square but rather the 

church in the parking lot that is the paradigm for church architecture today. 
So what can congregations do about that? 

Let’s start by comparing two good-sized and by certain standards thriv-
ing churches. The first is located in west suburban Chicago, on a ten-acre 

site that is entirely occupied 
by the parish church build-
ing, a rambling single-story 
parish elementary school,   
a large surface parking lot, 
and, initially, a retention 
pond required for the water 
run-off created by the park-
ing lot. (The pond has sub-
sequently been attached to 
storm sewers and drained, 
and the land now serves as 
a depressed, i.e., below-

grade, athletic field.) This programmatic arrangement is what the parish 
asked for and, more importantly, what the suburban zoning either required 
or allowed.

Compare this with a church and elementary school located on two adja-
cent Chicago city blocks. In addition to the church and the school, there are 
over 150 on-street and off-street public parking spaces, as well as more than 
a dozen businesses and over 100 dwelling units in buildings predominantly 
two and three stories tall. This urban church is a genuine neighborhood cen-
ter, easily accessible by both car and foot from its dense urban surround-
ings. In contrast, the suburban church lacks a sufficiently dense and 
pedestrian-accessible adjacent neighborhood of which to be the center.

Consider now an alternative form of suburban development, but one 
with interesting implications for urbanization. Its precedent is the develop-
ment of the London residential square. Beginning in the seventeenth centu-
ry, when London was a dense but still small city, aristocratic estate-holders 
would contract with a developer to build on a six- to ten-acre parcel of land 
a square surrounded by housing and, in a few cases, fronted by a parish 
church. This happened on the outskirts of London for a period of about    
200 years. Small residential square developments (some 350 to 400 of them) 
proliferated over the landscape. Eventually housing filled in between the 
squares, and what you ended up with is modern-day London, a world-class 
city noteworthy for its many beautiful albeit casually distributed residential 
squares. Savannah, Georgia, is a more regularized but no less beautiful con-
temporaneous colonial American variation on that pattern of development 
and directly indebted to it. 

instead of building a church and parking lot 

on six to ten suburban acres, why couldn’t a 

congregation build a church, a public (not 

private) square, perhaps a school, and the 

beginnings of a mixed-use neighborhood?
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So here is my proposition: When congregations build today, why 
couldn’t they play a part analogous to the London aristocrat? Instead of 
building a church and a parking lot on their six to ten suburban acres, why 
not build a church, a public (not private) square, perhaps a school, and the 
beginnings of a mixed-use neighborhood? (See the illustration below.) Why 
couldn’t a congregation partner with a developer and use some of the pro-
ceeds from the development of its property to pay for part of the construc-
tion of its church building(s)? Why couldn’t churches use this strategy to 
begin to integrate affordable housing and commercial buildings into subur-
bia as part of mixed-use neighborhoods? And who’s to say that an initially 
random proliferation of such developments across suburbia—once the ex-
emplary pattern was established—over time might not become, as it did in 
London, the very physical and spiritual centers so pointedly lacking in con-
temporary suburbia?

This proposition, of course, presumes that contemporary Christians 
have at hand or can develop the aesthetic and spiritual resources—not least 
the desire—needed to promote good cities; and this may be assuming a lot, 
at least at the present time. Nevertheless, the challenge we face today is the 
same challenge Christians always face—to be true to our calling to celebrate, 
witness to, and foreshadow the coming City of God. 

Drawing by Elizabeth McNicholas, courtesy of Thursday Associates.
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