
Environment for Catholic Worship

Part 7

Rites of the Church

The Sunday celebration of the Eucharist is the principal
liturgical activity for which spaces for worship are
designed. However, the Christian community gathers at
many other significant moments in its life. Designing
spaces carefully for those rites is also important in a new
or renovated church.

The Sacrament of Penance—Catholics who grew up
before 1970 were accustomed to celebrate the sacrament
of penance in dark confessional boxes equipped with a
kneeler and a screen obscuring their identity from the
priest sitting in an adjoining space. Since that time, the
reform of the rites has changed the way we celebrate
penance.

The celebration of the sacrament of penance focuses on
the reconciliation of the penitent with God and the
community. While anonymity is still offered, reconcilia-
tion chapels or rooms also allow for the penitent to relate
to the priest face-to-face. Often the space is brighter,
more open and suitably decorated with images of God’s
reconciling love. A bible is at hand for scripture reading.
Because of the relationship of this sacrament to baptism
and Eucharist, the place for reconciliation is often
located to emphasize this association. When the
sacrament is celebrated communally with a large number

of penitents, the entire space for worship may accommo-
date a number of temporary stations for confessors
positioned throughout.

The Death of a Christian—The Eucharist celebrated for
a deceased Catholic has many of the same requirements
of a Sunday Eucharist. However, the rites at the entrance
of the church that speak of the person’s incorporation
into the Body of Christ through baptism suggest that
ample space near a baptismal font could be a goal when
considering its design. Sufficient space for the casket
near the altar platform must also be considered. Flexible
seating in this area is one way to accommodate this
desire. Communities that offer vigil services for the
deceased may wish to consider providing a room near the
entrance for the use of the immediate family as a gesture
of hospitality.

Weddings—As with funerals, the design of the space for
Sunday Eucharist accommodates most of the needs for
the celebration of the sacrament of marriage. The
participation of the entire assembly should be encour-
aged to counter the tendency in our culture for the
congregation to see itself as an audience. However,
sufficient space near the altar must be planned to allow
the exchange to be visible to the assembly. 

Reconciliation Chapel with provisions for
anonymous and face to face encounters

Liturgy of the Hours –In the recent past, only priests
and those in religious life observed the liturgy of
the hours or the daily office. Now morning and 
evening prayer are becoming more and more common
in the life of a parish. While they may be celebrated in the
main worship space, a smaller chapel may be more suited
to the number of participants and allow for greater flexibility
of seating configuration to facilitate the antiphonal nature of
singing and recitation.
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Excerpts from Built of Living Stones
for communal celebrations of penance, especially in
Advent and Lent. [105]

The Order of Christian Funerals rites mark the final
stage of the journey begun by the Christian in baptism.
The structure of the current rites dates back to
“Christian Rome where [there were] three ‘stages’ or
‘stations’ [during the funeral rite] joined by two
processions”:  the first from the home of the deceased
to the church and the second from the church to the
place of burial. (OCF 42) [110]

Because the faith journey of the deceased began in
baptism, it is appropriate that there be a physical
association between the baptismal font and the space
for the funeral ritual. [111]

…Although there are no specific spatial requirements
for the celebration of the Hours, the focal points of the
celebration are the word of God and the praying
assembly.  An area of flexible seating can facilitate the
prayer of a smaller group divided into alternating choirs.
The importance of music in public celebrations of the
Hours suggests that the place designated for their
celebration should provide access to necessary equip-
ment for musicians, particularly cantors and instrumen-
talists who accompany the singing community. [115]

4th century Sarcophagus depicting the Passion of Christ

In planning the reconciliation area, parishes will want to
provide for a sound-proof place with a chair for the
priest and a kneeler and chair for the penitent. Since the
rite includes the reading of Scripture, the space should
also include a bible. (OP 17) Appropriate artwork, a
crucifix symbolic of Christ’s victory over sin and death,
icons or images reflective of baptism and the Eucharist,
or Scriptural images of God’s reconciling love help to
enhance the atmosphere of prayer. Warm, inviting
lighting welcomes penitents who seek God’s help and
some form of amplification as well as Braille signs can
aid those with hearing or visual disabilities. Additional
rooms or spaces will be needed as confessional areas


