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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Justification 

The document, titled “Sacred Spaces and their Protocol: The Search for the 

Divine Through Liturgical Scenography”, centrally addresses the design and 

symbolic use of sacred spaces as a protocol tool serving the spiritual experience. 

The main discipline guiding this work is "Protocol and organization of religious 

ceremonies from a scenography perspective," with solid support from Art History 

to contextualize its development.  

The relevance of studying this topic from the perspective of protocol lies in the 

fact that the main discipline of this project is "Protocol and organization of 

religious ceremonies from a stenographic perspective". Liturgical protocol is 

fundamental because it refers to the set of norms, provisions, and practices that 

govern the organization and celebration of liturgical acts. It aims to ensure that 

the celebrations are carried out with order, solemnity, and theological coherence, 

facilitating the active and conscious participation of the faithful. This protocol 

covers aspects such as the structure of the celebrations, the roles of the 

participants, the use of liturgical vestments and objects, and the layout of the 

sacred space. 

Unlike other types of protocols, liturgical protocol has a sacred and spiritual 

aspect as it takes place in the context of faith, prayer, and the honor of the sacred 

mysteries. Its function is not only organizational, but also doctrinal and pastoral, 

since it transfers the content of doctrine through signs, gestures, colors, jewelry, 

movement, music, time and sacred space. It is codified in official liturgical books, 

such as the Roman Missal, the Ceremonial of Bishops, and the Code of Canon 

Law, which set out specific guidelines. Its purpose is to contribute to the right 

atmosphere for the celebration, to avoid improvisation and to maintain fidelity to 

liturgical norms. On special occasions, liturgical protocol is also coordinated with 

civil protocol. In short, liturgical protocol is a tool that contributes to the unity, 

consistency and beauty of religious festivals. 
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1.2 Hypothesis, general and specific objectives 

The hypothesis of this project tries to demonstrate that sacred architecture and 

liturgical scenography in the Catholic Church are not merely aesthetic or 

functional expressions but constitute a symbolic and communicative system 

through which theological meaning is manifested, and the faithful’s spiritual 

participation is deepened. By analyzing space, light, and ritual order as elements 

of sacred scenography, it is possible to demonstrate how Catholic liturgy 

embodies a visual theology that unites the material and the transcendent.  

The main objective of this work is to analyze how scenography and liturgical 

protocol have been used throughout history to facilitate the encounter with the 

divine and how these strategies translate into the present. 

Specific objectives 

1.  To understand liturgical protocol, its elements, and hierarchies. 

2. To analyze how the stenographic configuration of sacred spaces — including 

their architecture, ritual movement, and visual symbolism — evolved from 

antiquity to the twentieth century, shaping the faithful’s experience of the 

divine. 

3. To analyze liturgical scenography as a communication tool, including color, 

light, height, and altar arrangement. 

 

1.3 Methodology 

This research adopts a qualitative and documentary approach, centered on the 

interpretative analysis of primary and secondary sources related to Catholic 

liturgy, sacred architecture, and scenography. The study explores how sacred 

space operates as a protocol tool for spiritual experience through the examination 

of texts, architectural case studies, and liturgical documents. 

The process began with a documentary review of official Church sources such 

as the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM), Sacrosanctum 
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Concilium, and the Ceremonial of Bishops. These were complemented by 

theological writings (Ratzinger, Chupungco, Boselli) and contemporary academic 

studies on sacred space and liturgical scenography (Horn, 2019; Filippucci, 2023; 

Katona, 2023). This allowed the work to establish a theoretical framework 

grounded in ecclesial and scholarly tradition. 

Subsequently, the research employed case study analysis of specific 

architectural and artistic examples across historical periods from Early Christian 

basilicas to Baroque churches and post Vatican II spaces. These case studies 

were interpreted not only in terms of their artistic value but also their protocol 

function: how spatial design, light, and ceremonial order facilitate the encounter 

with the divine. 

The analytical method was hermeneutical, focusing on interpreting symbols, 

gestures, and spatial arrangements to uncover their theological meaning. This 

interpretative lens ensured that each architectural or liturgical element (altar, 

ambo, chair, assembly) was studied as part of a coherent liturgical language. 

Cross-referencing between theological, artistic, and protocol disciplines 

guaranteed a holistic understanding. 

Finally, the study followed a comparative synthesis approach, contrasting 

historical developments with post Vatican II reforms to assess continuity and 

transformation in liturgical scenography. This methodological path from 

documentary review to interpretive synthesis allowed the work to trace how the 

visible order of the liturgy serves as a living protocol that expresses and 

communicates the mystery of faith. 

  



Almudena SANZ VALLE 

 

URJC/FCCOM - 2025-2026                                                                                          7 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: SACRED SPACES, PROTOCOL AND 

SCENOGRAPHY 

2.1 Sacred space concept from a symbolic and functional perspective  

The concept of sacred space has long been central to the study of religion, 

serving as a key framework for understanding how humans experience and 

interpret the divine.  

Mircea Eliade (1961) provides the classical phenomenological definition, 

describing sacred space as a rupture in the homogeneity of profane space. For 

Eliade, such ruptures occur through hierophanies, manifestations of the sacred 

that transform ordinary locations into places of orientation and order. In his view, 

sacred space establishes a symbolic “center,” often represented by an axis 

mundi, which connects heaven, earth, and the underworld, allowing believers to 

situate themselves in a cosmos that is both spiritual and material.  

Building on this foundation, more recent scholarships have emphasized the 

fluidity and constructed character of sacred space. Rao (2018) highlights that 

sacred spaces are not limited to fixed architectural sites such as temples or 

churches; they can also emerge temporarily through ritual practices, processions, 

or embodied gestures that sacralize otherwise ordinary environments. This 

underscores the performative and relational dimensions of sacredness, where 

space is created through human interaction, ritual action, and communal 

memory.  

Contemporary research further demonstrates that sacred spaces play an 

essential role in fostering belonging, identity, and wellbeing, as individuals often 

form deep attachments to religious places that embody collective memory and 

transcendental meaning (Sacred Spaces, 2023). Thus, sacred space can be 

understood both as a symbolic and theological reality rooted in Eliade’s notion of 

a cosmic center and as a dynamic, socially constructed phenomenon continually 

shaped by ritual, community, and cultural context.  

In this sense, sacred space operates as a “spiritual grammar” that orders religious 

experience and mediates the encounter with the divine. 
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2.1.1 Symbolic perspective 

In the Catholic tradition, sacred space is understood not simply as a building or 

physical location, but as a site where theology, ritual, symbolism, and spatial 

order converge to manifest the presence of the divine. What distinguishes sacred 

space from the profane is its intentional design: light, color, threshold, and 

iconography are chosen to evoke transcendence, contemplation, and sacred 

mystery. Studies have shown that natural and artificial lighting contribute 

significantly to creating such atmospheres; light in sacred architecture functions 

aesthetically but also symbolically, reinforcing theological ideas and emotional 

responses (Warbung, Soedarso, & Carina, 2020). 

Symbolism in religious architecture goes beyond decoration; it frames living 

theology. “Space as Symbol in Sacred Architecture” (Gojnik & Gojnik, 2019) 

argues that space itself is a mediating symbol; ritual, images, structures, and the 

layout of buildings serve to store and communicate religious meaning. In this way, 

sacred spaces are both material and symbolic: the layout of a church (including 

its orientation, nave, and altar) helps guide the faithful in spatialized theology 

teaching by architecture, not only sermons. 

Furthermore, thresholds play a key symbolic role. The entrance or portal of a 

church marks the transition from secular world to sacred environment, an 

invitation to leave behind ordinary life and enter a space ordered differently (The 

Interior of the Church Building as a Liturgical Space, Rachman, 2021). Natural 

light, as seen in case studies like Santo Kristoforus Catholic Church in Jakarta, 

shows how lighting design can reinforce sacred character: light from windows 

and open roofs emphasizes focal points and spiritually lifts the gaze upward 

(Ayudyah, Trisno, Widayati, & Lianto, 2020). 

Thus, from a symbolic perspective, sacred space is designed symphonically: 

architecture, light, threshold, color, and ritual together articulate a theology in 

space, a narrative that orients the believer toward the divine mystery. 
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2.1.2 Functional perspective 

Functionally, sacred space in the Catholic Church is structured to facilitate the 

celebration of the sacraments and other liturgical rites. The arrangement of the 

altar, the ambo, and the celebrant’s chair reflects not only theological symbolism 

but also practical liturgical needs, ensuring that the faithful can actively and 

consciously participate in the celebration (Ratzinger, 2000). 

The altar, as the focal point of the Eucharistic celebration, is required to occupy 

a prominent and visible position, underscoring its central role as the table of 

sacrifice and communion. Similarly, the ambo, from which the Word of God is 

proclaimed, is not a secondary furnishing but a true “table of the Word.” As Boselli 

(2006) notes, its placement and dignity highlight the liturgical and theological 

importance of Scripture in the life of the Church. The celebrant’s chair, located in 

a distinct position, further symbolizes the role of the presider as one who leads 

prayer in communion with the assembly (Chupungco, 1997). 

In addition, the functional dimension of sacred space includes elements such as 

lighting, acoustics, and spatial organization. These are designed to foster an 

atmosphere conducive to prayer, contemplation, and participation. Scholars 

emphasize that the use of both natural and artificial light in sacred architecture 

does more than serve practical visibility; it is deliberately oriented to illuminate 

focal points such as the altar, tabernacle, or sacred images, thereby reinforcing 

their theological meaning (Ayudyah et al., 2020). Acoustic considerations likewise 

ensure that the proclamation of the Word and liturgical music can be heard 

clearly, supporting full and active participation by the faithful (Martimort, 1987). 

Finally, the functional aspect also encompasses the use of liturgical colors 

investments and decorations, which change according to the liturgical season. 

This visible code guides the faithful into the spiritual rhythm of the liturgical year 

and provides a catechetical framework that helps them enter more deeply into 

the mysteries being celebrated (Bradshaw & Johnson, 2012). 
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2.2 Elements and hierarchies of liturgic protocol: rites, order, participants 

Liturgical protocol in the Catholic Church encompasses the structured set of rites, 

norms, and roles that guide and regulate how worship is celebrated. These 

regulations aim to guarantee that liturgical acts are performed with order, 

reverence, and theological integrity, thereby enabling the faithful to engage 

actively and consciously in the sacred mysteries (Sánchez González, 2016). The 

protocol includes the calendar of rites, the specific order of liturgical celebrations, 

the roles of ordained and lay ministers, the use of sacred vestments and objects, 

and the arrangement of sacred space, all in accordance with official liturgical texts 

such as the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) and other Church 

documents. 

The hierarchy of rites such as solemnities, feasts, memorials, and ferial days 

reflects theological priorities in the Church’s yearly cycle. Canon law and Church 

instruction define this order, setting precedence for celebrations and guiding 

liturgical planning (GIRM, Chapter IV; Sacrosanctum Concilium, 1963, 34-65). 

Within each celebration, various participants have distinct ministries: the bishop 

or priest presides, deacons assist, lectors proclaim the Word, acolytes serve at 

the altar, and the assembly participates through responses, singing, and 

reception of sacraments (USCCB, “Ministries and Roles,” n.d.; GIRM, Chapter 

II). These roles are not arbitrary but are ordered according to sacramental, 

theological, and canonical dignity. 

Moreover, normative texts (such as Canon Law, the Ceremonial of Bishops, and 

GIRM) also dictate precise practices vesture, gestures, use of sacred vessels, 

and sacred space layout to preserve both unity of rite and symbolic coherence. 

In sum, liturgical protocol is a structured system, hierarchically organized through 

rites and participants, whose elements function together to maintain theological 

meaning, ritual integrity, and communal participation in Catholic worship. 
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2.2.1 Liturgical Hierarchy  

The concept of liturgical hierarchy in the Catholic Church refers to the ordered 

structure of ministries and roles that ensure the proper celebration of the sacred 

liturgy. This hierarchy reflects not only ecclesiastical organization but also 

theological meaning, as it is grounded in the sacrament of Holy Orders and the 

principle of communion among the faithful (Martimort, 1987). Within the liturgy, 

hierarchy does not indicate inequality of dignity but rather a distribution of 

functions that together manifest the unity of the Body of Christ. 

At the top of this order stands the bishop, who, as the successor of the Apostles, 

holds the fullness of the sacrament of Orders and presides as the principal 

liturgist of the local Church. The Ceremonial of Bishops (1984) emphasizes that 

the bishop’s presidency is both a symbol and realization of ecclesial communion, 

particularly when he celebrates the Eucharist with his presbyterate and faithful 

(Gelineau, 2008). Priests, by virtue of their ordination, share in the bishop’s 

ministry and act in persona Christi capitis when presiding at the Eucharist, while 

deacons exercise a ministry of service to the altar, the Word, and charity (General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal [GIRM], 2002, 91–94). 

The liturgical hierarchy also extends to institute ministries and lay participation. 

Lectors, acolytes, and cantors serve essential liturgical functions, while the 

assembly itself is recognized as an active subject of the liturgy, not merely 

passive spectators (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 1963, §14). This structured 

participation ensures that every element of the liturgy is carried out with both 

theological coherence and symbolic richness. 

The liturgical hierarchy is not a matter of status but of sacramental function. Its 

ordered distribution of roles serves to reveal the hierarchical yet communal nature 

of the Church, ensuring that the liturgy remains a true expression of the mystery 

of Christ and His Body. 
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2.3 The relationship between sacred art and ceremonial protocol 

The connection between sacred art and ceremonial protocol in the Catholic 

Church is one of profound and dynamic reciprocity, representing a fundamental 

expression of the theological principle of the visible revealing the invisible. This 

relationship is not merely coincidental but is explicitly desired by the Church, 

which calls for all elements of worship to be "truly worthy, becoming, and 

beautiful, signs and symbols of the supernatural world" (Paul VI, 1963, art. 122). 

As an investigation into this link, it is crucial to demonstrate how art provides the 

necessary material and visual framework for worship, while ceremonial protocol, 

in turn, activates and sanctifies that art, moving the faithful along the Way of 

Beauty (Via Pulchritudinis) (Sullivan, 2024). 

Sacred art is far more than mere decoration; it is a pedagogical tool and the 

material context for the liturgical rites (Adoremus Society for the Renewal of the 

Sacred Liturgy, 2009). The architecture of the church building, for example, is the 

primary form of sacred art, dictating ceremonial protocol. The deliberate spatial 

configuration, including the placement of the altar, the ambo, and the tabernacle, 

creates a theological geography that guides the liturgy and necessitates specific 

ceremonial actions (Trisno & Lianto, 2020). The altar, as the focal point, demands 

that the priest’s orientation and the procession of gifts adhere to a precise 

protocol, underscoring its sacrificial role. Similarly, the elevation of the ambo 

visually emphasizes the Dignity of the Word of God, ensuring that the ceremonial 

reading of Scripture, the solemn procession of the book, the greeting, and the 

signing of the cross are given appropriate solemnity (Trisno & Lianto, 2020). 

This use of sacred art extends to the specific objects and garments employed in 

the rites, collectively known as liturgical art (Scientific Research Publishing, 

2020). The color and form of the chasuble, stole, and cope are a visual language 

that signifies the liturgical moment, necessitating the formal protocol of vesting 

the minister as a preparatory rite. This process is symbolic, transforming the 

garment into a sacred, ritual object that facilitates the celebration (Catholic 

Church, 2002). Likewise, vessels like the chalice and paten, often crafted from 

noble materials, visually communicate the holiness of the Eucharist. The 

ceremonial protocol surrounding them, the careful handling, the purification rites, 
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and the solemn elevation an acts of profound respect and adoration mandated 

by their artistic and sacramental importance. 

Conversely, ceremonial protocol is the prescribed set of actions, gestures, and 

spoken formulae that animates the sacred art, completing the object’s purpose. 

These rules, detailed in texts like the General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 

govern the movements and bearing of the ministers and the faithful (Catholic 

Church, 2002). When a ceremony is performed with dignity, grace, and precision 

(ars celebrandi), it fulfills the art’s primary function of directing the faithful toward 

God. Actions like the priest's genuflection before the Tabernacle or the faithful’s 

bowing before the cross are ceremonial protocols that specifically interact with 

and highlight the sacred object, affirming the theological truth it embodies. These 

prescribed gestures express the interior devotion that man is "wont to express 

outwardly" (New Advent, 1908). Without this activating protocol, the art remains 

a static artifact; only the ritualized action hallows the art, dedicating it entirely to 

the service of God and transforming it into a true symbol of divine reality (Jonova, 

2017). Sacred art thus defines the stable, beautiful vessel for the divine 

mysteries, while ceremonial protocol defines the dynamic, reverent action that 

fills that vessel, making them an indivisible whole in the life of the Catholic faithful. 

 

2.4 Scenography as a spiritual connector in Catholicism 

The concept of scenography transcends a purely technical or artistic definition 

within Catholicism; it operates as a sophisticated spiritual connector and a crucial 

hermeneutic tool (Horn, 2023). This section posits that the intentional spatial, 

visual, and symbolic design of the liturgical environment is not an optional 

aesthetic, but a theological instrument designed to facilitate a profound, 

embodied encounter with the divine. This understanding directly supports the 

hypothesis that the visible elements of the Catholic Mass are intentionally curated 

to structure and guide spiritual experience. 

Liturgical scenography functions as a sacramental mediation, integrating 

elements like architecture, light, color, movement, and sacred art to transform the 

physical building into a locus of divine presence (Sacred Spaces, 2023). The 
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arrangement and focus of the space, particularly the prominence of the altar, 

ambo, and tabernacle, are intentionally designed to evoke contemplation and 

foster the active participation of the faithful by visually manifesting the theological 

mystery being celebrated (Divine Pageantry, 2017). 

Historically, this principle was mastered during the Baroque era, where 

stenographic arts were employed not for mere decoration but for powerful 

pedagogical instruction (Chidester & Linenthal, 1995). Artists like Andrea Pozzo 

created immersive "theatres of devotion" that utilized illusionistic ceiling frescoes 

and spatial manipulation to dissolve the boundary between the earthly realm and 

the heavenly, thereby elevating the soul and spiritually involving the believer in 

the divine drama (Horn, 2023). This historical precedent underscores the 

continuous Catholic tradition of using sensory experience to communicate and 

embody theological truth. 

In contemporary sacred architecture, scenography remains central to the 

architecture of the transcendent (EB 11- Sacred Architecture, n.d.). Modern 

church design, through the considered use of light, sound, and spatial rhythm, 

actively invites the community into an atmosphere of prayer. Light, for example, 

is not just illumination but a symbol of Christ himself, guiding the faithful’s 

attention and signifying the movement from darkness to revelation. 

Furthermore, the Catholic liturgy possesses an inherent performative dimension, 

a "living scenography" (Divine Pageantry, 2017). The prescribed rituals, 

processions, and specific choreography of the sacred ministers (the mise-en-

scène of the liturgy) unfold in time and space, effectively creating a spiritual 

grammar (Sacred Spaces, 2023). This grammar orders the use of symbolic 

gestures, vestments, and physical movement to express the ineffable. The 

stenographic space is thus the structured stage upon which the mystery of 

salvation is reenacted, making the invisible Christ present in a tangible, collective 

reality. 

The practical application of stenographic principles in the Church is also evident 

in the pastoral ministry of its leaders. The life of the late Auxiliary Bishop of 

Madrid, José Antonio Álvarez Sánchez (1975–2025), offers an insightful example 
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of this holistic view. Having served as a university chaplain at the School of 

Architecture of the Polytechnic University of Madrid and later as rector of the 

major seminary (Archidiócesis de Madrid, n.d.), Álvarez Sánchez’s formation and 

ministry spanned the intellectual rigor of theology and the practical reality of 

guiding young people toward a life of faith. While specific academic publications 

on scenography are not attributed to him, his background implies an 

understanding of the profound relationship between the environment (including 

architecture and space) and spiritual formation, recognizing the necessity of a 

coherent external framework for internal discernment and accompaniment. 

This perspective aligns with the idea that the scenography of the sacred space is 

critical for vocation and spiritual accompaniment, helping individuals locate 

themselves within the larger, performative sacred narrative of the Church (José 

Antonio Álvarez, appointed Auxiliary Bishop of Madrid, 2024). A well-designed 

liturgical space, therefore, is not just theologically correct but pastorally effective, 

facilitating the very mission of the Church: spiritual growth and encounter. The 

intentionality of scenography, from the grand architectural gesture to the detail of 

the ritual cloth, serves to maximize the multi-sensory participation in the sacred, 

confirming its role as a fundamental theological and ministerial instrument. 
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3. HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF SACRED SPACES AND SCENOGRAPHY 

The study of scenography as a spiritual connector necessitates a critical 

examination of its historical evolution within Catholic tradition. This journey is not 

a linear progression but a series of adaptations reflecting profound shifts in 

theological emphasis, socio-cultural contexts, and liturgical practice. From the 

nascent forms of Christian assembly spaces, derived from Roman antiquity to the 

complex, symbolic environments of later periods, the Church has consistently 

engaged architecture and design to articulate its faith (Chidester & Linenthal, 

1995). The evolution of sacred space reveals a continuous effort to manage the 

visible presentation of the divine, leveraging elements of spatial design, light, and 

symbolic art to structure collective worship and influence individual spiritual 

experience. Accordingly, the history of Catholic scenography is, in essence, the 

history of the Church's attempt to provide a cohesive mise-en-scène for the 

performative dimension of the liturgy, ensuring that the physical environment 

remains a potent instrument for catechesis and spiritual transcendence (Divine 

Pageantry, 2017; Horn, 2023). 

 

3.1 From antiquity to the Middle Ages 

The evolution of the Catholic sacred space from the first centuries to the high 

Middle Ages reflects the transition of Christianity from a clandestine cult to the 

dominant spiritual and cultural force in Europe. This architectural evolution 

involved a fundamental adaptation of existing secular forms to create effective 

scenography for the emerging liturgy. During the period of Roman persecution 

(pre-313 CE), Christian worship often took place in inconspicuous house 

churches (domus ecclesiae), domestic settings adapted for early liturgical needs 

(Augustyn, 2024; Khan Academy, n.d.-a).  

However, the legalization of Christianity compelled the Church to adopt large, 

public spaces suitable for growing congregations and increasingly elaborate rites. 

This necessity led to the strategic adaptation of the Roman Basilica form, a long, 

rectangular civic structure used for law courts and public assemblies. This form 

was ideal because it lacked the pagan associations of temples and provided an 
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axial plan easily focused on assembly and ceremony (Khan Academy, n.d.-a). 

The Early Christian Basilica thus established the foundational scenographic 

template: the elongated nave created a clear processional path culminating in the 

apse where the altar was placed, thereby directing the gaze and movement of 

the congregation toward the liturgical focus, the site of the Eucharistic sacrifice 

(Britannica, n.d.-a).  

Furthermore, the spatial arrangement often incorporated a hierarchical reading, 

with the narthex symbolizing the world and the sanctuary/apse representing 

heaven, actively guiding the faithful's spiritual journey through the built form 

(Khan Academy, n.d.-a). This design was frequently oriented toward the east, 

where the rising sun symbolized the Risen Christ, reinforcing the spiritual 

significance of the altar with a cosmic element (Amusement Logic, 2025; Scoilnet, 

n.d.). 

3.1.1 Medieval Ages: Verticality, Light and Symbolism (Gothic) 

The architectural shift from the massive, earthbound Romanesque style to the 

soaring Gothic style (beginning in the 12th century) marked a radical 

advancement in the stenographic realization of the Christian theological vision, 

achieving an unprecedented integration of light, height, and symbolic narrative.  

The fundamental design principle of Gothic architecture was verticality, achieved 

through structural innovations like the pointed arch, ribbed vaults, and flying 

buttresses (Parametric Architecture, 2025; RIBA, n.d.). This structural ambition 

served a direct spiritual purpose: to draw the eyes and the mind of the faithful 

upward toward the heavens, symbolizing the spiritual aspiration for the divine and 

the yearning for the heavenly Jerusalem (Kaarwan, 2024). Crucially, the external 

support of the flying buttresses freed the walls from their load-bearing role, 

allowing them to be replaced by vast expanses of stained-glass windows 

(Parametric Architecture, 2025). This architectural choice transformed the interior 

into a space saturated with colored, ethereal light, which was interpreted 

theologically as the light of God's grace or divine illumination (Parametric 

Architecture, 2025).  
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The resulting stenographic effect was not merely aesthetic but a profound 

theological medium, rendering the material structure a shimmering, heavenly 

vision that induced awe, reverence, and spiritual contemplation—a literal staging 

of the sacred designed to amplify the dramatic power of the Mass (Bloomfield, 

2019; Kaarwan, 2024). Finally, the intricate iconography contained within the 

windows, sculptures, and architectural details served as a massive, didactic 

apparatus; for a largely illiterate medieval congregation, the stained glass acted 

as a powerful visual sermon, communicating complex biblical stories and 

dogmatic principles through vibrant, symbolic imagery (Kaarwan, 2024). 

 

3.2 Council of Trent: reform of liturgical protocol, section 25 on sacred art 

The Decree on Sacred Images from the Council of Trent’s Twenty-Fifth Session 

in 1563 established a core element of the Counter-Reformation by defining the 

pedagogical and didactic purpose of religious art, moving its function far beyond 

mere decoration (Sacred Art as a Pedagogical Tool, 2009). The decree stipulated 

that images were to serve explicitly to instruct and confirm the faithful in the tenets 

of the Catholic faith, primarily by portraying the "histories of the mysteries of our 

redemption" and offering the "salutary examples" of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and 

the saints (More Counter-Reformation Art, n.d.; EWTN, n.d.). This was a direct, 

authoritative defense against Protestant iconoclasm and critiques of image 

veneration, with the Council clearly distinguishing the honor paid to the image as 

a representation from the worship owed solely to the divine prototype (Adoremus 

Bulletin, 2018; MDPI, 2013). By formally reaffirming the legitimacy of visible signs, 

Trent provided the theological justification for the efflorescence of emotionally 

intense and doctrinally clear art that would characterize the Baroque era, 

ensuring that art became an active instrument for strengthening Catholic identity 

and devotion (Sacred Baroque, 2025). 

The implementation of this decree led to a systematic moral and theological 

censorship across the Catholic world, fundamentally shaping the content and 

style of post-Tridentine art (Brown Art Review, 2025). Bishops were charged with 

the crucial task of vigilance, mandated to ensure that sacred imagery contained 
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"nothing that is disorderly," "nothing that is unbecomingly or confusedly 

arranged," and absolutely "no false doctrine" that could mislead the uneducated 

(Adoremus Bulletin, 2018). Moreover, the Council took a strong moral stance 

against the excesses of the Renaissance, commanding that "all lasciviousness 

be avoided" and prohibiting figures painted or adorned with a "beauty exciting to 

lust" (Brown Art Review, 2025). This moral imperative was rigorously enforced by 

leading reformers, such as Saint Charles Borromeo, who used his archdiocese 

in Milan to lay down highly detailed norms for art and deportment, insisting on 

realism, clarity, and an emotional stimulus toward piety in every image (MDPI, 

2013; More Counter-Reformation Art, n.d.). This emphasis transformed art into a 

medium focused on clearly defending core Catholic doctrines under attack, such 

as the efficacy of the sacraments and the power of intercession through the saints 

(Britannica, n.d.). 

Doctrinal reaffirmations, particularly concerning the Real Presence of Christ in 

the Eucharist, acted as a powerful impetus for significant architectural and 

liturgical reforms within churches (Sacred Architecture, n.d.). While the Council 

of Trent did not issue a specific decree on church architecture, its strong 

theological pronouncements provided the clear justification for the subsequent, 

widespread practice of installing the fixed Eucharistic Tabernacle directly upon 

the High Altar (National Catholic Reporter, 2000). This visible centralization of the 

consecrated host, championed by figures like Charles Borromeo, was a powerful 

symbolic and physical declaration of Catholic belief in direct contrast to Protestant 

theology, establishing the reserved Sacrament as the heart of the church's 

spiritual focus (Sacred Architecture, n.d.). This shift turned the High Altar into the 

dramatic, elevated, and often highly ornate focal point of the entire church space, 

giving concrete, physical expression to the theological primacy of the Eucharistic 

sacrifice and the devotional focus on Christ’s presence (Index Copernicus, n.d.). 

Complementing this focus was a move toward unifying the interior space of the 

church, a structural reform that aimed to increase the visibility and coherence of 

liturgical action (Index Copernicus, n.d.). This was achieved primarily through the 

dismantling of medieval rood screens and choir screens, which had previously 

separated the chancel (the clerical space) from the lay nave (Adoremus Bulletin, 
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2025). The removal of these barriers was crucial to the post-Tridentine vision, 

which rejected the medieval concept of a smaller church enclosed within a larger 

one, advocating instead for a single, unified space (Index Copernicus, n.d.). This 

new architectural arrangement ensured that the lay faithful had an unobstructed, 

axial view of the now-central High Altar and the elevated Tabernacle (Sacred 

Architecture, n.d.). The reform thus made the principal liturgical actions and the 

Eucharistic presence physically accessible to the entire congregation, reinforcing 

the Council's broader aim of using visible order and clarity to instruct, inspire, and 

sustain Catholic devotion (Adoremus Bulletin, 2018) 

 

3.3 Jesuit Baroque: spectacularity at the service of dogma 

The Jesuit Baroque, or the "Spectacle in Service of Dogma," was a deliberate, 

sophisticated cultural strategy employed by the Society of Jesus during the 

Counter-Reformation to reaffirm Catholic orthodoxy and inspire emotional 

devotion (Horn, 2019). It was a response to the intellectual critiques of 

Protestantism, and the rigid aesthetic demands of the Council of Trent, which 

sought clarity and didacticism in religious art. The Jesuits, recognizing the 

compelling persuasive power of the stage and performance, developed a 

complex system known as "total rhetoric," which integrated various art forms to 

achieve an overwhelming, multi-sensory experience (Horn, 2019; O’Malley, 

1993). This approach leveraged the grand, emotive, and dramatic style of the 

Baroque period characterized by prominent colorful iconographic and pictorial 

effects to create an environment that was both persuasive and spiritually 

immersive (Dumitrescu, 2008). 

The core of the Jesuit project was the strategic combination of visual art, 

architecture, ritual, and theatrical performance into a comprehensive system of 

communication (Horn, 2019). This strategic spectacularity took a variety of forms: 

grand theatrical productions staged in schools and courts, the design of large 

urban festivals and religious devotions, and, critically, the creation of permanent 

works of art and architecture (Horn, 2019). The Jesuits’ ambition was to engage 

the observer in a way that surpassed the persuasive potential of any single 
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medium. The goal was to reach the three faculties of the soul memory, 

understanding, and will, which were central to the Spiritual Exercises of St. 

Ignatius of Loyola, thereby leading to both external commitment and profound 

internal reflection (Horn, 2019; O’Malley, 1993). 

A central, innovative aspect of the Jesuit Baroque was the conceptualization of 

permanent art and architecture not merely as the setting for a religious event, but 

as the religious theatre itself (Horn, 2019). Churches, such as the Gesù in Rome, 

were deliberately designed to be engaging, multimedia environments that 

merged architecture, sculpture, and painting to generate a unified, sensory whole 

(a Gesamtkunstwerk) (Wittkower, 1999). This cohesive approach ensured that 

the building itself served as a persuasive instrument, orchestrating the viewer's 

experience toward doctrinal clarity and emotional conviction. 

Key techniques were meticulously employed to achieve this spectacular effect, 

centered on illusion and visual manipulation. Masters like Andrea Pozzo used 

Illusionism and Perspective, employing large-scale, precise perspective and 

quadratura (ceiling painting extending architecture) to create dramatically 

deceptive and expansive spaces. Pozzo famously articulated the core of this 

strategy, referring to perspective as a "falsification of truth," where a pleasurable 

inganno (deception) leads to a virtuous disinganno (disillusionment) upon 

recognizing the artistry, thereby enhancing the viewer's wonder and spiritual 

engagement (Horn, 2019). Complementing this, Light and Visual Effects were 

essential; lighting was carefully manipulated, often darkening the main church 

space to strategically illuminate the apparato (stage setting or main altar) with a 

divine glow, irresistibly directing the viewer's attention to the central narrative or 

dogma being celebrated (Horn, 2019). 

Visual Narrative and Iconography were charged with didactic purpose, directly 

serving the Counter-Reformation dogma. The painted scenes and sculpted 

figures were imbued with movement and meaningful gestures, visually recalling 

biblical narratives and highlighting the exemplary virtues of saints (such as St. 

Ignatius or St. Francis Xavier). This dramatic visual language ensured the art 

fulfilled the function mandated by the Council of Trent: to recall the articles of faith 

and present salutary examples for the faithful (Horn, 2019; O’Malley, 1993). 
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The ultimate success of the Jesuit Baroque lay in the active interaction of the 

observer, who was "hooked as a performer" (Horn, 2019). Physical movement 

through the church space, such as approaching the main altar or progressing 

through chapels (e.g., the Corridor of San Ignacio), became part of a ritual journey 

or "script" (Horn, 2019). This external performance (gestures like kneeling, 

movement, and participation in Mass) was designed to trigger an internal 

performance silent prayer, reflection, and meditation—activated by the 

suggestive scenery and images appealing to the mind and imagination (Horn, 

2019). Thus, the spectacle was not simply viewed; it was experienced and 

internalised, making the Baroque style an exceptionally effective tool for the 

emotional and intellectual transmission of Catholic dogma (Dumitrescu, 2008; 

O’Malley, 1993). 

 

3.5 The 20th century: Vatican II and new liturgical approaches 

The twentieth century marked a decisive period of transformation in the liturgical 

and theological life of the Catholic Church, culminating in the Second Vatican 

Council (1962–1965). Far from being a sudden rupture, the Council represented 

the maturation of earlier reformist currents that had been developing since the 

late nineteenth century, particularly within the Liturgical Movement. As Annibale 

Bugnini (1990) documents, these initiatives sought to renew the participation of 

the faithful in the liturgy and to recover the communal and sacramental 

dimensions that had been obscured by excessive ritualism and clericalism. 

Earlier reforms under Pius XII such as the restoration of the Easter Vigil in 1953 

and the reorganization of Holy Week in 1956 already signaled a return to 

historical sources and a desire for pastoral adaptation. 

John W. O’Malley (2008) provides a helpful framework for understanding such 

transformations by distinguishing between “developments,” “reforms,” and “major 

reforms.” Within this typology, the Second Vatican Council constitutes a “major 

reform,” since it did not merely adjust external forms but redefined the Church’s 

self-understanding and relationship with the modern world. The guiding principle 

of aggiornamento (“updating”) articulated the need for the Church to read the 
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“signs of the times” and respond to contemporary challenges through renewal in 

doctrine, pastoral practice, and liturgical life. This new ecclesial consciousness 

replaced a defensive posture with one of dialogue and openness, recognizing 

that history and culture are integral to the unfolding of divine revelation. 

The Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963) became the cornerstone of 

liturgical renewal, emphasizing active and conscious participation (actuosa 

participatio) of all the faithful as the primary goal of reform. Among the concrete 

outcomes were the vernacularization of the liturgy, the reorientation of the 

celebrant toward the people (versus populum), and the simplification of rites to 

recover their theological transparency. The Council also restructured the liturgical 

year, introduced the triennial lectionary, and expanded the number of Eucharistic 

Prayers to enrich spiritual experience and scriptural engagement. As Baldovin 

(2008) notes, these reforms revitalized Catholic worship by deepening the 

communal dimension of celebration and fostering ecumenical rapprochement. 

Nonetheless, the postconciliar period was not without challenges. The rapid 

implementation of reforms generated confusion in some communities, leading to 

experimental practices and theological tensions. Figures such as Joseph 

Ratzinger later called for a “reform of the reform,” stressing fidelity to the authentic 

spirit of the Council rather than to its more superficial expressions. Yet the 

enduring achievement of Vatican II lies in its vision of liturgy as both expression 

and source of ecclesial communion a vision that continues to shape 

contemporary Catholic worship. 

In this sense, the legacy of Vatican II extends beyond rubrics or architectural 

rearrangements; it redefined sacred space as a locus of encounter and 

participation. This understanding continues to resonate in current ecclesial 

reflections. As Bishop José Antonio Álvarez Sánchez, former Episcopal Delegate 

of Liturgy in Madrid, emphasized shortly before his passing, “we need to create 

motivating and healing spaces, places where our faith in Jesus can be 

regenerated… spaces where we can share our deepest questions and everyday 

concerns, discerning with evangelical criteria over our existence and experience” 

(Archidiócesis de Madrid, 2024). His words encapsulate the enduring pastoral 

spirit of Vatican II: sacred space and liturgical action are not static realities but 
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dynamic expressions of faith that invite personal transformation and communal 

renewal. 

As O’Malley (2008) concludes, the Council initiated an open-ended process 

conditioned by culture and history. The ongoing challenge of liturgical 

inculturation particularly in Africa, Asia, and Latin America demonstrates that the 

aggiornamento of Vatican II remains alive. Through continual adaptation and 

theological depth, the Church continues to seek forms of worship that embody 

the mystery of faith and communicate it to the contemporary world. 
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4. LITURGICAL SCENOGRAPHY AS COMMUNICATION TOOL  

4.1 The role of color in the liturgical calendar and rites 

Liturgical color is a fundamental element of liturgical scenography, acting as a 

non-verbal yet powerful communication tool that engages the worshiper's 

emotions and intellect to reinforce the theological meaning of the calendar year 

and specific rites (USCCB, n.d.; LCMS, n.d.). The systematic use of specific 

colors for vestments, altar cloths (paraments), and church hangings visually 

complements the message of the liturgical seasons, making abstract theological 

concepts immediately perceptible and creating a "climate in which Law and 

Gospel may be heard and received" (LCMS, n.d.). 

The practice of using different colors evolved over centuries, originating from a 

general desire for variety and with colors initially rooted in the meaning of the 

individual season (Arlington Catholic Herald, 2014). The first major codification in 

the Roman Rite occurred under Pope Innocent III (1198–1216), who named four 

primary colors: white, red, black, and green. The current six official liturgical 

colors White, Red, Green, Violet/Purple, Rose, and Black were definitively 

codified with the promulgation of the Roman Missal after the Council of Trent in 

1570, standardizing the visual language across the Latin Church (Arlington 

Catholic Herald, 2014). This standardization was crucial for the Counter-

Reformation goal of ensuring uniformity and didactic clarity in all aspects of 

worship. 

The primary colors of the liturgical calendar serve as a concise visual code for 

the faithful, communicating the specific theological message of each season or 

rite. White (often interchangeable with Gold or Silver) signifies Joy, Purity, and 

Triumph, and is used during the major celebratory seasons of Christmas Time 

and Easter Time, as well as on feasts of the Lord, Mary, Angels, and non-

martyred Saints; critically, it celebrates the Incarnation and the triumph of Christ 

and is now the preferred color for funerals to emphasize the hope of the 

Resurrection (USCCB, n.d.; Arlington Catholic Herald, 2014). Conversely, Violet 

or Purple communicates Penance, Preparation, and Sacrifice, dominating the 

penitential seasons of Advent and Lent, and is also used for Reconciliation and 
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Masses for the Sick, urging the faithful to inward reflection and spiritual 

preparation (Catholic.edu.au, n.d.). Green symbolizes Hope, Life, and Growth, 

and is the color worn throughout the long periods of Ordinary Time, which focuses 

on the Church's ongoing life and Christ's teachings (Catholic.edu.au, n.d.). Red 

is a dual symbol of Blood and Fire, signifying both the Passion of Christ (used on 

Palm Sunday, Good Friday, and for Martyrs) and the power of the Holy Spirit 

(used on Pentecost and for Confirmation), highlighting sacrifice and divine 

inspiration (USCCB, n.d.). Finally, Rose is a softening of the penitential tone, 

communicating Anticipation and Rejoicing on Gaudete Sunday in Advent and 

Laetare Sunday in Lent, offering a moment of encouragement amid the seasonal 

solemnity (USCCB, n.d.). 

As a component of liturgical scenography, color works alongside other symbolic 

arts such as vestments, vessels, icons, and music to create a multisensory 

experience (SCIRP, 2020). The color change, particularly the move from the 

penitential Violet to the celebratory White or Gold, serves as a powerful visual 

cue that marks the progression through the narrative of salvation history. The 

shift engages the worshiper by cultivating a specific emotional response the sober 

reflection of Lent yielding to the overwhelming joy of Easter (LCMS, n.d.). 

Therefore, liturgical color is not mere decoration; it is a carefully managed, time-

honored custom that effectively communicates the message of salvation by 

reinforcing a specific chapter in the life of Christ and His Church (LCMS, n.d.). 

 

4.2 Light as a symbol: orientation, stained glass, natural light 

Light has long been one of the most profound and polyvalent symbols within the 

Catholic tradition. Beyond its material presence, it conveys theological, spiritual, 

and liturgical meaning, functioning as a bridge between creation and revelation. 

The interplay of light and space in sacred architecture is thus not accidental but 

theological: it expresses divine transcendence through material beauty and 

reveals the invisible through the visible (Evdokimov, 1993). As a central metaphor 

of revelation, light not only illuminates but also sanctifies, transforming 

architectural space into a medium of encounter with God. 
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4.2.1 Orientation and Symbolic Light 

The eastward orientation of Christian churches represents one of the oldest and 

most enduring architectural-theological traditions. Symbolically, the East evokes 

the resurrection of Christ, “the Sun of Justice” (Mal 4:2), and the anticipation of 

His second coming. This spatial decision situates the faithful within a cosmic 

liturgy: as the sun rises, its light penetrates the sacred enclosure, transforming 

the dawn into a sacramental sign of new life. As Natural Light as Religious 

Symbol in Selected European and American Churches (UNLV, 1993) notes, this 

eastward focus was not a mere convention but a conscious effort to align liturgical 

time with the rhythm of creation. Major medieval cathedrals such as Chartres, St. 

Denis, or Amiens were precisely oriented so that the first light of the day would 

strike the altar or the apse, dramatizing the theological notion that Christ is the 

Light that illumines the world (Flamand, 1990; De la Croix, 1986). 

This orientation also affected how the faithful experienced the liturgy. Entering 

from the west symbolically the realm of the world and sin they moved 

progressively toward the east, toward light, salvation, and divine revelation. 

Architecture thus became catechesis in stone and light. Every movement within 

the sacred space participated in the cosmic journey from darkness to illumination. 

The careful alignment of doors, windows, and axial sightlines created a 

performative rhythm, where sunlight itself participated in the ritual act. As De la 

Croix (1986) observes, medieval builders perceived light as a theological 

instrument, not merely an aesthetic effect: its direction and intensity were 

orchestrated to serve as metaphors for the journey of the soul toward God. 

4.2.2 Stained Glass as Theological Illumination 

Among all architectural media, stained glass holds a privileged position in the 

Catholic visual tradition. It embodies the transformation of natural light into a 

theological event an act of incarnation through color, form, and symbol. According 

to Chirilă, Ghenescu, and Uspensky (2018), the light that passes through stained 

glass becomes “Taboric light,” an echo of the uncreated light that transfigured 

Christ on Mount Tabor. It no longer belongs merely to the physical world but to 
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divine order it is the light of revelation that sanctifies space and transforms 

perception (p. 101). 

Each pane of stained-glass functions as a mediator between heaven and earth, 

between divine radiance and human receptivity. The figures, scenes, and 

symbols that populate these windows do not simply narrate biblical episodes; 

they act as channels through which divine illumination is refracted and 

personalized. “Each man receives the light of God depending on his qualities” 

(Chirilă et al., 2018, p. 102) a poetic expression of theological anthropology, 

suggesting that grace, like light, manifests uniquely in every soul. 

The medieval theologians, drawing from Pseudo-Dionysius, considered divine 

light the highest form of revelation (hierophany), and Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis 

famously interpreted stained glass as the “veil of divine light,” through which the 

faithful could glimpse heavenly beauty (Louth, 1989; De la Croix, 1986). Thus, 

stained glass is not ornamental; it is performative. It transforms the interior 

atmosphere of the church into an icon of heavenly Jerusalem. The faithful, 

immersed in chromatic illumination, do not simply look at the sacred; they inhabit 

it. As Panofsky (1957) described, the light filtered through stained glass does not 

merely illuminate but reveals theology itself, turning architecture into a visible 

sermon. The mystical interplay of reds, blues, and golds projects a chromatic 

liturgy that educates, moves, and transfigures. 

4.2.3 Natural Light as Mediator of the Sacred 

Natural light in sacred architecture has always been a dynamic medium of 

revelation. Its variability throughout the day and the liturgical year allows it to 

serve as a living expression of divine providence ever-changing, yet constant in 

source. The UNLV (1993) study highlights how architects across centuries, from 

Romanesque builders to Le Corbusier, understood natural light as the most direct 

and immaterial means of expressing the divine. Its modulation whether diffuse or 

dramatic has the power to shape spiritual mood and direct human attention 

toward transcendence. 

In Gothic cathedrals, natural light was filtered through complex spatial 

geometries, animating the stone with movement and color. In modern sacred 
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spaces, however, natural light regained a raw, almost ascetic quality. Le 

Corbusier’s Notre-Dame du Haut in Ronchamp exemplifies this evolution. Here, 

light enters obliquely through irregular apertures, producing what Sobin (1991, as 

cited in UNLV, 1993, p. 137) describes as a “symbolic, mysterious, and poetic 

atmosphere.” The play of light and shadow evokes the dialectic of revelation and 

concealment echoing the ancient understanding that divine illumination is 

apprehended through mystery, not full clarity. 

This interpretation is consistent with both theological and psychological readings 

of light. As Jung (1964) noted, light is a universal archetype of consciousness, 

enlightenment, and renewal. When incorporated into sacred architecture, it unites 

cognition and emotion, leading the faithful to experience revelation as both 

intellectual insight and spiritual presence (Bevan, 1938; Bishop & Darton, 1987). 

The changing intensity of natural light across the day mirrors the spiritual rhythm 

of prayer from the quiet intimacy of dawn to the fullness of midday and the 

contemplative dimness of vespers. 

Ultimately, natural light in Catholic sacred space does not merely illuminate the 

environment it performs a liturgy of its own. It sanctifies time, structures 

movement, and materializes divine grace. As Chirilă et al. (2018) beautifully 

summarize, when light penetrates sacred imagery, “the mark of the Proto image 

is planted inside the beholder’s nature,” transforming perception into an act of 

participation in divine life (p. 103). 

 

4.3 Height and verticality: elevation as theological symbolism 

Theological scenography views the height and verticality of sacred spaces not as 

mere structural dimensions, but as deliberate visual and spatial techniques used 

to create a performative environment a stage that cues the emotional and spiritual 

response of the worshiper (SCIRP, 2020). The universal use of height, from 

ancient ziggurats and stupas to Gothic cathedrals, confirms its role as a 

fundamental, non-historical language for expressing ascension and the sublime 

(Angari, n.d.; Ziółkowski, 2016). 



Almudena SANZ VALLE 

 

URJC/FCCOM - 2025-2026                                                                                          30 

The most crucial scenographic function of verticality is to establish the axis mundi 

the metaphorical pole connecting earth and heaven (Eliade, 1959, as cited in 

Ziółkowski, 2016). By constructing spaces taller than necessary for function, 

architects employ an "extravagance of verticality" that forces the eye upward, 

immediately separating the sacred space from the mundane, horizontal world 

outside (EWTN UK, n.d.). The deliberate use of monumental height in the design 

is intended to elicit a psychological response of awe, humility, and the sublime 

(ResearchGate, n.d.-b; Ziółkowski, 2016). This scale overwhelms the human 

dimension, positioning the individual as a supplicant within a spatial performance 

that speaks of the infinite power of God. Moreover, the high ceilings and vertical 

elements (s.g., spires and bell towers) choreograph an unspoken narrative of 

spiritual aspiration the soul's journey upward toward the divine making the act of 

looking up an inherent religious gesture itself (Angari, n.d.; Ziółkowski, 2016). 

Light is perhaps the most powerful scenographic element tied to verticality. 

Across most religious traditions, the divine is universally associated with light, 

knowledge, and purity (Angari, n.d.). Scenography manipulates this association 

by employing Illumination from Above, ensuring that the primary sources of light 

whether from filtered stained glass, domes, or high oculi are strategically placed 

above the typical human sightline. This creates the theatrical effect of divine 

intervention, making the light feel not simply natural, but supernatural, as if it is 

descending from a concealed, ethereal source (Catholic University of America, 

2012). Furthermore, the contrast between the illumination of the upper realms 

and the shadows of the lower levels is used to delineate a sacred hierarchy. This 

visual staging draws the worshiper’s attention to the celestial realm and reinforces 

the theological idea that revelation descends from a higher place (SCIRP, 2020). 

The sensation of immense height is often dramatically amplified by the deliberate 

use of materials and decorative forms within the vertical plane. Architects utilize 

techniques of optical correction and illusion on high surfaces, such as the 

elongation of decorative forms or the use of specific vanishing points, to 

exaggerate the perceived distance to the ceiling and push the spatial limits 

(ResearchGate, n.d.-b). Finally, the vertical dimension profoundly impacts the 

acoustics of space, which is a key element of sacred scenography. The immense 
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volume and height create a complex reverberation and resonance that magnifies 

sound, giving chanting, music, and spoken liturgy a powerful, almost ethereal 

quality. This auditory effect separates the communication from ordinary sound 

and reinforces the sacred, transformative nature of the performance taking place 

within the vertical chamber (Angari, n.d.). 

 

4.4 Altar arrangement: ambo, chair, and assembly 

The arrangement of the altar, ambo, and chair within Catholic sacred architecture 

is not arbitrary but deeply rooted in theological and ecclesiological meaning. Each 

of these liturgical furnishings embodies one of the tria munera the threefold 

ministry of Christ as priest (munus sanctificandi), prophet (munus docendi), and 

king (munus regendi) and collectively, they structure the liturgical experience of 

the faithful (Filippucci, 2023). This triadic symbolism translates theology into 

spatial form, aligning architectural expression with sacramental reality. 

The altar, traditionally the focal point of the sanctuary, symbolizes Christ Himself 

as both victim and altar of sacrifice. It is the center of the Eucharistic action and 

thus of the entire church building. The Second Vatican Council emphasized that 

the altar should be "freestanding" to permit the celebrant to face the people, 

thereby fostering active participation and a clearer sense of communal unity 

(Sacrosanctum Concilium, 1963, 124). This transformation reflects the Council’s 

broader shift from a clerical to a communitarian liturgical theology, where the 

Eucharist is celebrated not for but with the assembly. Katona (2023) notes that 

this configuration resonates with early Christian domus ecclesiae and 

Benedictine models, where the table of the Lord represented both sacrificial and 

fraternal communion. 

The ambo serves as the table of the Word, the place from which the Scriptures 

are proclaimed. Boselli (2006) argues that the ambo is the “locus of the munus 

docendi,” the ministry of teaching, and that its prominence should mirror the 

theological importance of the Word in the liturgical celebration. Positioned so that 

it is visually balanced with the altar, the ambo underscores the intrinsic unity 

between Word and Sacrament. Liturgical architects emphasize the need for clear 
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audibility and visibility, so that the proclamation of Scripture becomes a true act 

of ecclesial dialogue (Filippucci, 2023). 

The chair of the presider embodies the munus regendi, or the pastoral function 

of governing and guiding the assembly. As Filippucci (2023) highlights, the chair 

is not a sign of power but of service and unity symbolizing Christ the Shepherd 

who presides in love over His people. Official documents, such as the General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal (310), specify that the chair should be placed in 

a location that expresses the presider’s role of leading prayer while maintaining 

a sense of communion with the faithful. 

Finally, the assembly itself completes the liturgical composition. The spatial 

relationship between altar, ambo, and chair should invite active participation and 

foster the experience of the Church as the Body of Christ. As Katona (2023) 

explains, the ressourcement movements of the twentieth century sought to 

recover this dialogical spatial dynamic, inspired by monastic and early Christian 

models that emphasized circularity, centrality, and proximity rather than distance 

and hierarchy. 

In synthesis, the architectural disposition of the altar, ambo, and chair forms a 

visual and spatial theology. It embodies the Church’s understanding of ministry 

as service and communion, translating the mystery of faith into an environment 

that nurtures both contemplation and participation. 
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5. PROTOCOL AND SCENOGRAPHY IN CONTEMPORANY RELIGIOUS 

CELEBRATIONS 

5.1 Catholic ceremonial today: mass, processions, consagration. 

The architecture and ritual of Catholic worship are inseparable: every element of 

church design and ceremonial movement forms a sacred scenography that leads 

the faithful toward an encounter with God. From the placement of the altar and 

ambo to the flow of processions and the colors of vestments, liturgical structure 

expresses theological meaning through embodied form. The Second Vatican 

Council emphasizes that churches must be “suitable for the celebration of 

liturgical services” and allow for the “full and active participation” of the faithful 

(Sacrosanctum Concilium, 1963, section 124). This section explores three central 

rites the Mass, liturgical processions, and the consecration of churches and altars 

showing how they reveal the theological, symbolic, and spatial unity of Catholic 

worship. 

5.1.1 The Mass: Eucharistic Sacrifice in Sacred Space 

The Mass is the heart of Catholic liturgy, where the altar becomes the visible sign 

of Christ’s presence and sacrifice. The celebration begins with a solemn entrance 

procession in which ministers bear the cross, candles, and the Book of the 

Gospels. Upon reaching the altar, they bow, venerate it, and may incense both 

altar and cross gestures rich in symbolic reverence (GIRM, 2003, sections 117–

123). The altar, centrally placed and clearly visible, is adorned with a crucifix and 

candles, reinforcing its dual identity as both the table of sacrifice and communion 

(GIRM, 2003, section 298). 

The structure of the Mass alternates between Word and Sacrament: the Liturgy 

of the Word unfolds at the ambo, while the Liturgy of the Eucharist takes place at 

the altar. The faithful participate through posture standing, sitting, kneeling and 

through acclamation and song. As Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963) affirms, the 

Eucharist was instituted “to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross” and functions 

as “a sacrament of love, a sign of unity, a bond of charity” (section 47). The altar 

thus represents Christ Himself, the living stone (1 Peter 2:4), and must be built of 
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noble, permanent materials (GIRM, 2003, section 298) to express theological 

permanence and dignity. 

Vestments also convey the spiritual character of the celebration. The priest’s 

chasuble, the deacon’s dalmatic, and the stole are sacramental symbols of 

ministry, not mere decoration. Their colors white, red, green, or purple correspond 

to the liturgical calendar, marking the rhythm of sacred time (GIRM, 2003, 

section346). As Bugnini (1990) observes, these visible cues “express the 

passage of sacred time and the nature of the mystery celebrated” (p. 378). 

Through coordinated use of light, color, gesture, and space, the Mass becomes 

a multisensory expression of divine mystery. 

5.1.2 Liturgical Processions: Pilgrimage and Public Witness 

Processions embody the Church’s nature as a pilgrim people, extending the 

liturgy into space and movement. Even the entrance procession at Mass 

symbolizes a spiritual journey into sacred space. Major processions Palm 

Sunday, Corpus Christi, or the Easter Vigil reinforce this pilgrim theology. 

Ministers and faithful move together bearing candles, incense, and banners; in 

Eucharistic processions, the Blessed Sacrament itself becomes the center of 

public devotion. 

The General Instruction of the Roman Missal describes processions as “a sign 

that the People of God form the pilgrim Church on earth” (GIRM, 2003, section 

44). Baldovin (1991) traces this practice to early Roman “stational liturgies,” 

where movement through the city represented spiritual pilgrimage (p. 57). These 

processions, as Bugnini (1990) notes, “make visible the missionary nature of the 

Church” (p. 461). Streets, squares, and courtyards temporarily become sacred 

routes; incense, song, and banners transform civic space into a theater of faith. 

Protocol governs this movement carefully: servers precede clergy, the thurifer 

swings the censer, and the faithful follow in ordered lines. Even the Communion 

procession during Mass is a ritual act of pilgrimage toward unity with Christ. As 

Built of Living Stones (USCCB, 1999) recommends, church architecture should 

accommodate such movement through wide aisles, visible altars, and open 
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entrances, so that liturgical motion and theological meaning remain integrated (p. 

55). 

5.1.3 Consecration of Churches and Altars: Dedicating Space to God 

Before a new church is used for regular worship, it is solemnly consecrated 

through a ritual that transforms an architectural space into a sacred dwelling. The 

bishop presides over the Rite of Dedication, sprinkling holy water, anointing the 

altar with sacred chrism, and lighting the church’s candles. These gestures signify 

purification, sanctification, and illumination. Relics of martyrs are placed within 

the altar as prescribed by the Pontificale Romanum a sign of continuity with the 

earliest Christian tradition (Carstens, 2018). 

During the anointing, chrism is poured upon the altar’s center and its four corners, 

while twelve spots on the church walls are also anointed, symbolizing the 

apostolic foundation of the Church. This act renders the building permanently 

sacred (CIC, 1983, can. 1237). The altar, now consecrated, represents Christ as 

priest and victim, and is incensed as prayers rise heavenward before it. The 

bishop prays that “the light of Christ may shine brightly in this church,” after which 

the altar is clothed with linen and candles ready for the first Eucharist that 

completes the consecration rite (GIRM, 2003, section 296). 

As Carstens (2018) notes, “consecration makes visible what the community is 

called to be: a temple of the Holy Spirit” (p. 13). The rite’s interplay of oil, water, 

fire, and stone reveals the incarnational nature of Catholic worship where divine 

grace is manifested through tangible, sensorial signs. Even the twelve anointed 

crosses adorning the walls recall the apostles, marking the church as both 

sanctuary and mission, place and people. 

Through these ceremonies, Catholic liturgy manifests its essence as sacred 

scenography an encounter between heaven and earth, mediated through 

gesture, space, light, and symbol. 
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5.2 Protocol structure: order, timing, participants 

The Catholic liturgy is meticulously ordered by official rubrics to convey 

theological meaning through movement, gesture, and space. The Mass itself 

unfolds in four parts the Introductory Rites, the Liturgy of the Word, the Liturgy of 

the Eucharist, and the Concluding Rites with each element performed in a 

prescribed sequence. For example, the Mass begins with an Entrance 

procession, in which the thurifer (incense-bearer) leads, followed by candle-

bearers flanking a crucifer, servers, a lector (often carrying the Gospel Book), and 

finally the priest celebrant. Upon reaching the sanctuary, the priest “venerates 

[the altar] with a kiss” and incenses the crucifix and altar gestures rich in symbolic 

reverence (General Instruction of the Roman Missal [GIRM], 2002/2003, nos. 

122–123). He then greets the assembly, pronounces the Collect (Opening 

Prayer), and proceeds through the Penitential Act, Kyrie, Gloria (on 

Sundays/solemnities), and final blessing all in a fixed order set by the General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM, 2002/2003). 

Introductory Rites: Entrance chant/procession; priest’s greeting; Penitential Act 

(Confiteor or Kyrie); Gloria (festive days); Collect (opening prayer). 

Liturgy of the Word: First reading (from OT or Acts), Responsorial Psalm, second 

reading (NT epistle on Sundays/solemnities), Gospel acclamation and Gospel, 

Homily, Creed (Sundays/solemnities), and Prayers of the Faithful. The deacon (if 

present) or priest proclaims the Gospel (GIRM, 2002/2003). 

Liturgy of the Eucharist: Preparation of gifts (presentation of bread and wine), 

Preface and Sanctus, Eucharistic Prayer (including consecration of bread and 

wine into Body and Blood), and the Communion Rite (Lord’s Prayer, Rite of 

Peace, Agnus Dei, Communion). GIRM emphasizes that “the altar, the Lord’s 

table, which is the centre of the whole Liturgy of the Eucharist” must be prepared 

first (GIRM, 2002/2003, no. 73). During the Offertory Procession, the people’s 

gifts are carried in (often accompanied by chant), and the priest places them on 

the altar. The priest “offers the spotless Victim” on the altar together with the 

assembly (GIRM, 2002/2003), and after the Eucharistic Prayer he breaks the 

consecrated Host (the Fraction). The Communion of the faithful follows, with the 

priest and deacon (or instituted acolytes) distributing consecrated bread and 
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wine. Finally, announcements (if any), the priest’s blessing, and the dismissal Ite, 

missa est conclude the liturgy. 

Throughout the Mass, the roles of ministers and faithful are clearly defined. The 

bishop or priest presides in persona Christi, leading prayers and performing the 

consecration. A deacon, when present, assists the priest at the altar and 

proclaims the Gospel; GIRM explicitly states that the deacon “proclaims the 

Gospel and, at the direction of the priest celebrant, may preach the homily” 

(GIRM, 2002/2003, no. 66). The instituted acolyte serves at the altar: he is 

charged with “preparing the altar and the sacred vessels” and may distribute 

Communion as an extraordinary minister (GIRM, 2002/2003, no. 187). An 

instituted lector reads the Scriptures (except the Gospel) and the intercessions. 

If these ministers are absent, lay faithful may be deputed: the laity may carry the 

processional cross and candles, operate the thurible, and even bring the gifts of 

bread and wine. GIRM notes that the faithful themselves form “a holy people… a 

royal priesthood” who “offer the spotless Victim not only through the hands of the 

priest but also together with him” (GIRM, 2002/2003, no. 95). The congregation 

participates by listening, singing, and making gestures (kneeling, standing, 

bowing) in unison, which “beautifully” manifest their unity as one Body in Christ 

(GIRM, 2002/2003, nos. 42–44). 

5.2.1 Liturgical Processions 

Beyond the entrance and recessional movements within the Mass, the Catholic 

liturgy includes solemn processions that extend the sacred action through space, 

embodying the Church’s identity as a pilgrim people journeying toward God. 

These processions are not mere ceremonial additions but sacramentals ritual 

movements through which the faithful manifest and participate in the mystery of 

salvation. They translate theological realities into physical experience, 

symbolizing the passage from the temporal world toward the divine. 

Among the most prominent are the processions of Palm Sunday, Holy Thursday, 

and Corpus Christi, each rich in symbolic meaning. On Palm Sunday, the 

celebration begins with the blessing of palms, often taking place outside the 

church or at its entrance. The faithful then process into the temple, carrying the 
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blessed branches and following the priest, who bears the crucifix, in a ritual that 

recalls Christ’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem. Holy Thursday, marking the 

Mass of the Lord’s Supper, features another solemn procession in which the 

Blessed Sacrament is carried to the altar of repose. Accompanied by incense, 

chant, and candlelight, this movement culminates in silent adoration a vigil that 

continues through the night, echoing Christ’s prayer in Gethsemane. 

Perhaps the most public and architecturally expressive of all is the Corpus Christi 

procession, celebrated on the Thursday following Trinity Sunday (or the 

subsequent Sunday). In this rite, the consecrated Eucharist is placed in a 

monstrance and carried through the streets by the priest or bishop, accompanied 

by incense, hymns, and the participation of the faithful. As Pope Paul VI (1965) 

noted, this visible manifestation of Eucharistic faith transforms civic spaces into 

temporary sanctuaries, extending sacred presence beyond the church’s walls. 

Similar processional forms also mark funerals, ordinations, and certain Marian 

feasts, where the faithful accompany the ministers in solemn prayer and song, 

expressing the Church’s unity through ordered movement. 

Sacrosanctum Concilium affirms that such “popular devotions,” including 

processions, should harmonize with the liturgical seasons and “lead the people 

to the liturgy, since the liturgy by its very nature is far superior to any of them” 

(Paul VI, 1963, para. 13). In practice, processions may occur within the Mass 

such as the entrance or Communion processions or independently, as acts of 

communal worship that sanctify public life. The General Instruction of the Roman 

Missal prescribes that a solemn entrance procession be accompanied by chant, 

and that ministers follow a specific order: thurifer with incense, candle-bearers 

flanking the processional cross, other ministers, the lector with the Gospel Book, 

and finally the priest (GIRM, 2002/2003, nos. 120–122). 

The processional movement from the church doors toward the altar encapsulates 

the journey of the People of God toward communion with Christ. It is a ritual of 

pilgrimage that integrates spatial order, sound, and symbol into a unified act of 

worship. As Baldovin (2008) explains, “the first major part of the liturgical 

celebration always consists of a Liturgy of the Word… Everything else that 

happens in liturgy is a response to God’s grace” (p. 22). Thus, processions serve 
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as a dynamic form of sacred scenography—transforming both architectural and 

urban space into a living expression of faith, where theology becomes embodied 

through movement, music, and collective devotion. 

5.2.2 Dedication of churches and altars 

The consecration of a church and its altar is a highly symbolic Pontifical rite 

reserved for a bishop, as prescribed in the Pontificale Romanum (ICEL, 2014). 

The ceremony includes the blessing of the site, the sprinkling and anointing of 

walls and altar, the deposition of relics, and the lighting of candles. These 

gestures parallel the rites of baptism and priestly ordination: sprinkling with water, 

anointing with chrism, and offering the Eucharist. As Bugnini (1990) explains, 

“there is a parallel between the initiation of a person and the inauguration of a 

church or an altar: each is sprinkled with water, anointed” (p. 425). 

The bishop, as chief liturgist, processes into the church, incenses the walls, 

anoints the altar at its center and four corners, and places relics of martyrs 

beneath the mensa. This transforms the structure into a consecrated temple, 

where Christ is both altar and victim. Canon law requires that altars used for 

public worship be dedicated or at least solemnly blessed (CIC, 1983, can. 1237). 

After anointing, the altar is incensed and clothed with linens, symbolizing purity, 

and illuminated with candles. The bishop then prays that “the light of Christ may 

shine brightly in this church.” Finally, the first Eucharist is celebrated on the newly 

consecrated altar, completing the transformation of space into a locus of divine 

presence. 

As Carstens (2018) observes, “consecration makes visible what the community 

is called to be: a temple of the Holy Spirit” (p. 13). These rites manifest, in 

scenographic form, the Church’s sacramental theology: that the divine enters the 

material world through physical signs. The careful choreography of gestures, 

light, incense, and architecture reveals how sacred space becomes both stage 

and sacrament a visible encounter between heaven and earth. 
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5.2.3 Theological Meaning and Spatial Choreography 

In all these rites, the ordered sequence of gestures and spatial movement carries 

profound theological symbolism. The very architecture of the worship space 

participates in the liturgy: the altar “the Lord’s table, which is the centre of the 

whole liturgy of the Eucharist” is venerated repeatedly, signifying Christ’s living 

presence (GIRM, 2002/2003, no. 73). The assembly gathers around it, uniting 

diverse individuals into a single body of worship. Movements such as the Sign of 

the Cross, kneeling, or genuflecting mark moments of reverence, while 

processions and incense reveal the Church’s prayer rising toward heaven. 

This choreography transforms architecture into theology-in-motion. As 

Sacrosanctum Concilium teaches, the faithful must “take part fully, consciously, 

and actively” in the liturgy (Paul VI, 1963, para. 14). Through collective gesture 

and ordered ritual, the community enacts its identity as the Body of Christ. The 

scenographic dimension of liturgy the interaction of body, space, and symbol 

turns worship into a living drama of the sacred. As Bugnini (1990) writes, these 

actions are “concrete and tangible signs of faith, rooted in Scripture and tradition” 

(p. 27). Ultimately, the ordered ritual and spatial composition of Catholic worship 

are not mere formalities but the embodiment of theology: a sacred performance 

through which the divine mystery becomes visible and experiential. 

  

5.3 Spatial preparation to enhance the ritual experience 

Catholic church architecture and décor are conceived as a liturgical stage that 

embodies and reinforces the rites performed within. From the entrance to the altar 

and the tabernacle, the arrangement of space, light, and symbols directs the 

assembly’s focus and posture, shaping how the faithful participate in the sacred 

mysteries. Sacrosanctum Concilium (Second Vatican Council, 1963) emphasizes 

that sacred art and furnishings should “turn men’s minds devoutly toward God,” 

serving as “signs and symbols of the supernatural world” (SC, section 122). Thus, 

sacred architecture becomes not only the setting for worship but an active 

mediator between the divine and the human, integrating theological meaning into 

spatial design. 
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Traditional Catholic churches are typically organized around a longitudinal nave 

culminating in a raised sanctuary, reinforcing the symbolic journey toward Christ 

(Kieckhefer, 2004, p. 73). The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM, 

2002/2003) specifies that the sanctuary and altar must occupy a central and 

prominent position: “The sanctuary is the place where the altar stands… where 

the priest, the deacon, and other ministers exercise their offices” (GIRM, section 

295). The altar, ideally freestanding, should be “built apart from the wall… so that 

Mass can be celebrated facing the people,” thereby becoming “truly the center 

toward which the attention of the whole congregation naturally turns” (GIRM, 

section 299). This spatial hierarchy expresses the theological order of the liturgy 

itself, where the altar symbolizes Christ, and the sanctuary represents the 

meeting point between heaven and earth. 

Church design also facilitates movement and liturgical hierarchy. The central 

aisle supports processions the entrance, offertory, Gospel, and Communion while 

side aisles connect chapels and devotional spaces. As Kieckhefer (2004) 

observes, “the aisle is long to provide for processions, in which the theme of 

pilgrimage and return to God is experienced in reality” (p. 73). The faithful’s 

physical journey from the narthex to the sanctuary mirrors the spiritual passage 

from the world into the presence of the divine. Every architectural line, threshold, 

and elevation serves to communicate this movement toward transcendence. 

Canon Law prescribes that churches must be constructed according to liturgical 

norms and the principles of sacred art (Code of Canon Law, 1983, cc. 1216–

1217). The Council Fathers stress that every element from the form of the altar 

and the placement of the tabernacle to the stations of the cross should serve the 

liturgy and not distract from it. Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963) explicitly calls for 

“worthy and well-planned construction of sacred buildings, the shape and 

construction of altars, [and] the placing… of the eucharistic tabernacle” (SC, 

section 128). This ensures that architecture remains a theological act, 

manifesting the Church’s faith in visible form. 

Liturgical furnishings and decoration carry profound symbolic meaning closely 

tied to ritual action. The altar itself functions as both table and sacrifice, described 

as “the table of the Lord to which the People of God is convoked” and “the center 
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of the thanksgiving” (GIRM, section 296). Post-conciliar norms favor a 

freestanding altar, often made of stone, to signify permanence and unity, allowing 

the priest to face the congregation in a gesture of shared worship (GIRM, section 

299). The tabernacle, where the Blessed Sacrament is reserved, must be located 

in a “noble, prominent, conspicuous, worthily decorated, and suitable” space 

(GIRM, section 315), while a single sanctuary lamp burns continuously before it 

as a visible sign of Christ’s real presence (GIRM, section 316). Statues and 

images of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and the saints are to be arranged with 

moderation so as to direct attention toward the mysteries of faith rather than 

overwhelm the space (GIRM, section 318; SC, section 125). Seasonal 

elements—flowers, the Advent wreath, or the Paschal candle—are integrated 

harmoniously according to the rhythm of the liturgical year, always maintaining 

the “noble simplicity” recommended by the Council (SC, section 124). 

As Baldovin (2023) highlights, the church building must “shelter and give setting 

for the faithful assembly” (p. 3), ensuring that its beauty and coherence elevate 

devotion and reverence. Architecture and art, therefore, are not mere 

ornamentation but extensions of the Church’s catechetical and symbolic 

language, embodying theological truths through material form. 

5.3.1 Protocol and Movement in Space 

Liturgical protocol including roles, gestures, and processions depends 

intrinsically on the spatial configuration that sustains it. The GIRM (2002/2003) 

explains that the church “must convey the image of the assembled congregation 

and allow the appropriate ordering of all participants” (GIRM, section 294). 

Seating arrangements reflect liturgical roles: clergy, choir, and laity are positioned 

to maintain clear sightlines to the altar and ambo, while the celebrant’s chair faces 

the people to express his role as leader of communal prayer (GIRM, sections 

310–312). Processional movement is a key stenographic element. The central 

aisle must remain open to accommodate ritual movement the entrance 

procession, the Gospel, the offertory, and Communion while side aisles allow 

circulation to side chapels or confessionals (Kieckhefer, 2004). 
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Gestures and architectural thresholds further define sacred space. The elevation 

of the sanctuary and distinct flooring mark the transition from profane to holy 

ground, continuing the symbolism once expressed by altar rails (GIRM, section 

295). Baptismal fonts placed near entrances signify initiation into the Christian 

community—the first step in the journey toward the altar and full participation in 

the Eucharist. Iconic examples such as St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome exemplify 

this principle on a monumental scale: its expansive nave, central baldachin, and 

radiating dome direct all movement and vision toward the altar. The open 

sanctuary accommodates both clerical ritual and the presence of vast 

congregations (Baldovin, 2023, p. 4). Visual anchors such as the crucifix, 

sanctuary lamp, and Paschal candle root the liturgy in Eucharistic presence and 

sacred time (GIRM, sections 307–311). 

5.3.2 Contemporary Reforms and Continuity 

The Second Vatican Council introduced significant reforms in the spatial and 

ritual configuration of Catholic worship. Physical barriers such as altar rails were 

removed, and celebrants now face the congregation, emphasizing communal 

participation. Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963) mandates that churches be 

“suitable for the celebration of liturgical services and for the active participation of 

the faithful” (SC, sections 124–127). The GIRM (2002/2003) further clarifies that 

if a church possesses several altars, a single central one must be maintained to 

“signify the one Christ and one Eucharist of the Church” (GIRM, section 303). 

Excessive or ornate structures that obscure participation are to be avoided, while 

sightlines, acoustics, and circulation are to be optimized to serve the liturgy. 

Bugnini (1990) asserts that the renewed liturgical space must be “intelligible in its 

signs,” ensuring that the altar and celebrant no longer appear distant from the 

assembly. Scenography thus becomes theological expression: the altar as Christ, 

the Word proclaimed at the ambo, and the people as a unified body of worship. 

This vision inspired post-conciliar renovations centered on the altar–ambo axis 

and open spaces that allow for processions and ritual movement. 

At the same time, continuity with the Church’s architectural tradition is preserved. 

Classical forms such as iconography, Gothic arches, stained glass, and monastic 
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austerity are valued when they elevate the soul and assist in prayer. As Baldovin 

(2023) observes, “any architectural style has been admitted… provided that it 

adorns the sacred buildings with reverence and honor” (p. 4). Kieckhefer (2004) 

similarly emphasizes that sacred space should “cultivate a disposition of 

reverence… drawing the soul toward awe and wonder” (p. 15). The aim remains 

consistent: to shape space as a theological and stenographic medium through 

which the faithful encounter the divine. 

From a comparative perspective while Catholic churches uniquely codify spatial 

protocol through the GIRM and canonical norms, other religious traditions also 

communicate theology through spatial design. Orthodox churches employ the 

iconostasis to veil the sanctuary, emphasizing divine mystery; Protestant 

churches center the pulpit to prioritize the Word; and synagogues focus on the 

ark and bimah as loci of presence. Yet, Catholic liturgical architecture remains 

distinctive in its integration of ritual movement, hierarchical roles, and symbolic 

materiality. Every gesture, processional path, and architectural element is 

choreographed to direct the faithful toward Christ truly present in the Eucharist 

the heart of Catholic scenography. 

 

5.4 Current examples: Pope, bishops, parishes, pilgrimages, eucharistic 

congresses 

Catholic liturgical celebrations today continue to follow structured ceremonial 

norms, visible at every level of the Church from papal Masses to local parish rites. 

These celebrations embody the unity between universal liturgical law and local 

pastoral expression, showing how sacred space, vestments, and movement 

function as instruments of theological communication. Recent examples from 

2018 to 2024 demonstrate the living application of liturgical protocol as defined in 

the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (Catholic Church, 2003) and other 

normative texts. 

Papal liturgies represent the most solemn and carefully regulated forms of 

Catholic worship. For instance, Pope Francis’s Midnight Mass for Christmas 2023 

at St. Peter’s Basilica was marked by rigorous adherence to liturgical norms 
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regarding vestments, processions, and sacred symbols. Cardinals wore white 

damask mitres and dalmatics, bishops the standard white mitre, and 

concelebrating priests the amice, cincture, surplice, and white stole (Vatican 

News, 2023a). These vestimentary details correspond precisely with the General 

Instruction of the Roman Missal (2003), which prescribes both the form and color 

of vestments according to rank and season. The structure of the liturgy followed 

the traditional order from the entrance procession with cross and candles to the 

veneration and incensation of the altar expressing visually the hierarchy and 

solemnity of the rite. 

At global ecclesial gatherings, such as World Youth Day Lisbon 2023, papal 

liturgies preserved Roman Rite norms while incorporating elements of local 

culture. Over one million pilgrims participated in Masses where vestments, 

designed with Portuguese motifs and ecological symbolism, expressed both 

contextual creativity and fidelity to protocol (World Youth Day Lisbon, 2023a, 

2023b). The use of regional music, processional dance, and multilingual prayer 

exemplified the Church’s vision of inculturation a principle articulated in 

Sacrosanctum Concilium (Second Vatican Council, 1963), which encourages 

cultural expression within the unity of the Roman liturgical structure. These 

celebrations made visible the universality of the Church, where local identity and 

universal order coexist harmoniously through ritual form. 

At the diocesan level, ceremonies also manifest the same synthesis of structure 

and symbol. The episcopal ordination in the Diocese of St. Augustine in 2022 

followed the ancient order prescribed in the Ceremonial of Bishops (Catholic 

Church, 1989): an entrance procession, the chanting of the Veni Creator Spiritus, 

the public reading of the papal mandate, the laying on of hands, and the 

presentation of the insignia the mitre, ring, crozier, and Book of the Gospels 

(Diocese of St. Augustine, 2022). The ordinand’s prostration and anointing with 

chrism revealed the sacramental depth of the ceremony, transforming the 

cathedral into a visible sign of apostolic succession and communion. Such rites 

demonstrate how spatial arrangement, gesture, and vestment embody theology 

through disciplined ceremonial order. 
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At the parish level, Catholic worship continues to integrate local cultures within 

the normative framework of the Roman Rite. In many African Catholic 

communities, the liturgy includes traditional song, drumming, and dance 

expressions that communicate reverence and joy while preserving the essential 

structure of the Mass (Uzukwu, 1997). This inculturated expression illustrates 

how sacred scenography functions as both cultural and theological 

communication: movement, rhythm, and sound form a living dialogue between 

faith and context. As Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963) teaches, liturgy “should 

retain the sound tradition while allowing legitimate progress” (SC 23). The 

blending of cultural artistry and liturgical discipline manifests that principle in 

practice. 

In the United States, diversity is increasingly reflected in parish and diocesan 

celebrations. During the 2024 National Eucharistic Congress in Indianapolis, the 

liturgies included a Syro-Malabar Divine Liturgy the Holy Qurbana celebrated in 

both Aramaic and English. According to Bishop Andrew Cozzens, this event 

revealed the Church’s universality: “every culture and language celebrates the 

Eucharist differently” (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops [USCCB], 

2024a). The integration of an Eastern-rite liturgy into a Latin-rite setting 

exemplifies how Catholic protocol allows diversity in form while preserving 

doctrinal unity. Similarly, large-scale celebrations such as the 52nd International 

Eucharistic Congress in Budapest (2021) and the U.S. National Eucharistic 

Congress (2024) show how spatial and ritual scenography can be adapted for 

massive assemblies while remaining faithful to the GIRM. At the Budapest closing 

Mass, Pope Francis presided at an altar set in the heart of Heroes’ Square before 

more than 100,000 pilgrims, where vestments, national symbols, and multilingual 

hymns formed a unified theological narrative (Vatican News, 2021). 

Pilgrimage sites such as Lourdes and Fátima also embody the continuity of 

protocol within devotional expression. In Lourdes, daily Eucharistic and Marian 

candlelight processions are carefully ordered: the Blessed Sacrament is carried 

beneath a canopy accompanied by incense, hymns, and candle-bearing pilgrims 

who move from the Grotto to the Basilica (Sanctuaire Notre-Dame de Lourdes, 

2023). Similarly, at the Sanctuary of Fátima, acolytes carry the statue of Our Lady 
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in candlelight procession while thousands of pilgrims pray and sing Marian hymns 

(Sanctuary of Fátima, 2024). These processions transform civic and natural 

space into a living liturgical geography. As Baldovin (1991) explains, such 

movement “embodies the pilgrim nature of the Church and enacts the spiritual 

journey toward God” (p. 57). The ordered sequence of clergy, ministers, and 

faithful cross, candles, incense, hymns translate theology into communal motion, 

expressing the Church as both sanctuary and pilgrim people. 

Across the world, Catholic liturgical protocol continues to structure sacred 

worship through vestments, space, and movement, uniting beauty with discipline. 

From papal basilicas to rural parishes, from African drum processions to 

American stadium liturgies, the Church maintains one coherent scenography: a 

sacramental language of gesture and order that renders the divine visible. Guided 

by the norms of the Roman Missal and the spirit of Sacrosanctum Concilium, 

these celebrations show that contemporary Catholic liturgy, even in its diversity, 

remains a single, living drama of faith enacted through sacred space. 

 

5.5 Religious vs secular scenography: differences and overlaps  

Catholic scenography is rooted in sacred architecture and ritual design that 

embody Christian theology and sacramental meaning. It operates as a visual and 

spatial language that seeks to foster a direct, multisensory encounter with the 

divine rather than serving purely aesthetic purposes (Muzzillo, 2023). Every 

architectural form, light pattern, and symbolic element is carefully conceived to 

reveal theological truth. In Gothic cathedrals such as Saint-Denis, for example, 

stained glass was designed to flood interiors with colored light not as ornament, 

but as a visual metaphor for divine presence and grace (Smith, 2020). Likewise, 

the verticality and cruciform plan of Catholic churches are not merely formal 

features but theological symbols, guiding the faithful’s gaze and body upward in 

a symbolic pilgrimage toward heaven (Wescoat & Ousterhout, 2012). 

In contrast, secular scenography, whether in theatre, state ceremonies, or 

political spectacles constructs spaces that frame human narratives and 

ideologies. The purpose here is not transcendence but representation: the 
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staging of authority, emotion, and collective identity. Designers of these events 

employ light, flags, costumes, and choreography to convey ideological 

messages. As Liang (2024) notes, the 2008 Beijing Olympic opening ceremony 

employed calligraphy, traditional dance, and dragon imagery as stenographic 

devices that dramatized national history and harmony. Similarly, Livings (2020) 

describes how Nazi Germany transformed civic spaces into theatrical arenas of 

propaganda, where architecture and lighting, as in Speer’s “Cathedral of Light,” 

created a totalizing visual ideology that fused aesthetics with political power. 

Both sacred and secular scenographies rely on spectacle, but their symbolic 

purposes diverge fundamentally. Catholic scenography embodies theological 

mysteries such as the Incarnation and Resurrection, making them perceptible 

through material signs architecture, iconography, and ritual gesture (Vicenzino, 

2007). In this sense, the church is not a mere backdrop but a “spiritual grammar” 

that orders the faithful’s perception and experience of divine reality (Wescoat & 

Ousterhout, 2012). By contrast, secular scenography operates within the realm 

of performance and persuasion. Political rallies and theatrical productions employ 

stenographic techniques to construct emotional unity and ideological affirmation. 

For instance, the mass rallies of 1930s Germany used monumental architecture, 

banners, and synchronized movement to transform politics into aesthetic ritual 

(Livings, 2020). Contemporary stadium ceremonies echo this tradition; as 

Columbia News (2024) observes, such venues function as modern “public 

squares,” shaping civic identity through spectacle. 

Participation further distinguishes the two. In Catholic liturgy, the faithful are not 

spectators but active participants in a communal and sacramental act. Through 

gestures, processions, and prayer, the body itself becomes part of the liturgical 

drama, a form of embodied theology (Vicenzino, 2007). In contrast, secular 

scenography typically maintains a performer audience divide, where 

“participation” is choreographed and externally directed such as cheering, 

chanting, or waving flags (Liang, 2024). 

Nonetheless, points of convergence exist. Both religious and secular 

scenography aim to organize space, emotion, and attention. Each employs 

architecture, movement, sound, and light to create shared experiences that 
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evoke reverence or unity. A papal entrance with incense may be liturgically 

sacred, while a political leader’s staged arrival carries similar visual power. Yet, 

the difference lies in intention: Catholic scenography seeks to make the invisible 

visible the divine manifested through the material while secular scenography 

seeks to embody collective memory, ideology, or national narrative (Muzzillo, 

2023; Wescoat & Ousterhout, 2012). 

Ultimately, Catholic scenography is a theology in form and movement. It 

transforms space into a sacramental medium where faith becomes perceptible 

through light, proportion, and ritual. Secular scenography, though visually similar 

in its strategies, operates in the realm of persuasion and performance, directing 

human emotion toward cultural or political ends. Both share the language of 

spectacle, but only one aspires to the eternal. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

This research has demonstrated that sacred space functions as both a 

theological and protocol instrument, structuring the believer’s encounter with the 

divine through the integration of architecture, light, color, and ritual. The 

hypothesis that liturgical scenography facilitates spiritual experience has been 

confirmed through the historical and theological analysis of Catholic worship. 

From the early Christian domus ecclesiae to contemporary churches inspired by 

Sacrosanctum Concilium, sacred architecture has evolved as a dynamic 

scenography of faith. The arrangement of the altar, ambo, and chair, as well as 

the hierarchy of rites and ministers, reveal a profound theological grammar in 

which every gesture and spatial disposition communicates meaning. The study 

has shown that liturgical protocol is not a mere rubricary order but a performative 

theology, translating doctrine into experience. 

The main findings highlight three constants across centuries: (1) the search for 

spatial and symbolic coherence between art and ritual; (2) the adaptation of 

scenographic language to cultural and theological contexts; and (3) the enduring 

role of beauty and order as mediators of divine presence. The post Vatican II 

renewal reaffirmed these principles by emphasizing participation, proximity, and 

communion transforming sacred space into a living dialogue between God and 

His people. 

Nevertheless, the research acknowledges certain limitations, such as the 

absence of direct ethnographic observation of current liturgical practices, which 

could have enriched the analysis with empirical insights. Future studies could 

explore how contemporary digital technologies and architectural innovation 

reinterpret sacred scenography while maintaining fidelity to theological 

symbolism. 

In conclusion, the sacred space remains a spiritual stage where the visible and 

invisible converge, and where liturgical protocol through its precise choreography 

of signs, gestures, and space continues to lead humanity toward the mystery of 

the divine. This study reaffirms that to understand Catholic worship is to 
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understand the language of its scenography: a living art that unites faith, beauty, 

and communication. 
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