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1. History, issue, goal 

 

 

My study focuses on the Roman Catholic Church architecture from the 

1990’s to our present days, although I do not consider these two decades 

as the permanent time adverb of the “contemporary” period. The main 

reason of this seemingly radical caesura is the time of the fall of the 

Berlin Wall. 1989 is an emblematic year of the Cold War and the 

reunification of Europe. The years of 1990 began with the breakup of the 

Soviet Union and the end of the political persecution of the Church, when 

new and unexpected perspectives opened up for the religious 

communities of Central and Eastern Europe. This historical event was 

preceded by the re-orientation in the artistic politics of the Latin Church. 

John Paul II made the Pontifical Commission For Sacred Art cease to 

exist by means of his measure in 1988, cancelling the right of the head of 

the Church (practiced since 1924, Pope Pius XI) to decide personally in 

issues involving art. This right was transferred to local bishops, making a 

serious step forward to the autonomy of church art and the architecture 

which is important for us right now. The 1990’s meant a different period 

in the life of the Church, starting to define new goals relating to the 

community, the clergy, the church architecture and liturgy. 

Comparing to the silent decades following the Second Vatican 

Council, there was an undoubtedly increasing demand for traditional 

worships, which completed the communio-credo of the liturgical reform 

with the sacrificial accessories of the mass. The interpretation problems 

induced uncontrollable processes in many places; the rigid or broad 

perception of the design of the church is pushing the envelope in both 

directions. Pope Benedict XVI assessed the situation wisely. Firstly, he 

made steps through his motu proprio apostolic letter (started with 

Summorum Pontificum) issued in 2007: if it serves the believers’ 

spiritual development, then the use of Roman Missal should be allowed 

for any congregations without the local bishop’s request, as well as the 

performance of the old rite wherever it is necessary. Through this act, the 

Pope declared that both forms of the Roman Rite should have place in 

the same church at the same time, but he did not go in architectural 

details, leaving a task to be solved for the future. The highest liturgical 

challenge of the contemporary church is, therefore, to develop a model 

appropriate for the pre- and post-Vatican use of space as well. The 

preparation of the “ideal plan” is in delay nowadays, because its existence 
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is doubted. We can only be sure that there are a few generally applied 

directives, which may be able to define the way to follow for the 

architects. 

Through my work, I would like to present different parallel stories, 

seeking for those architectural solutions able to create balance between 

the interpretation of space of reform and tradition in favour of the 

universality, without having any loss of content. For this, it is required to 

refer to the development of the most characteristic church spaces, we 

need to examine the opportunity autonomy of the space, and we need to 

find the architectural framework of the conscious worship, also with the 

inclusion of the creator’s personal viewpoint. I am interested right now 

not in the contemporary interpretation of the old rite, but more in the 

opportunities to create a new architectural language appropriate for the 

principle of balance mentioned above. The spatial demand of the balance 

gives new perspective to numerous planning tasks; this means that I had 

to avoid the presentation of examples that mean high architectural 

quality, but do not contribute to the liturgical renewal of the third 

millennium. However, it would be a mistake not to review some of the 

previous works that have not been evaluated from this point of view, 

especially in the light of the events after 2007. 

My starting point is the space of the mass, but the general 

architectural quality was an important aspect as well, for which the 

international press proved to be the most effective help. My goal is not to 

select one or two specific cases, but the critical analysis of well-known 

and exemplary works. 
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2. Methods and sources of the analysis 

 

 

Large number of documents and excellent studies are available for the 

research in this field, from both the perspectives of architecture and of 

liturgical studies. Most of our sources richly reveals the recently qualified 

works: besides the scientific essays, case studies published in different 

journals, exhibition catalogues and monographs are as well available. 

The latter include the architectural guides written by Wolfgang Jean 

Stock (2002, 2004 and 2006), the manuals of Phyllis Richardson (2004), 

Till Wöhler (2005) or Rudolf Stegers (2008). Comparing to the 

publications going back in decades, these spectacular works do not 

represent notable changes in perception, because the spirit of the 

liturgical reform of the Second Vatican Council achieved dominance in 

the international representation of church architecture. 

The confusingly large number of the publications made on churches 

does not mean that the consensus regarding the architectural issues of 

contemporary liturgy is equally high. The architectural books published 

in our research field usually do not study the liturgical function in details. 

Most of them mix the buildings of the different religions and is content 

merely to superficially appreciate the mystical effect achieved by artificial 

means. Even if such assets exists, it is inevitable to interpret the 

individual purpose of the sacred building practically, the creed and 

liturgical traditions of the community in question. 

My thesis addresses the contemporary churches of Europe through 

thorough filtering and some regional emphasis, because this is an 

optimal way to study this field personally and specifically. I decided 

about the buildings selected for the presentations after the detailed 

analysis of hundreds of examples and their classification according to 

different criteria. As for their proportions, forty percent of the case 

studies represents Southern and Western Europe altogether, and sixty 

percent of them represents Central Europe, while the mostly protestant 

Northern Europe and the orthodoxian Eastern Europe was left aside due 

to the spatial limits of this dissertation. 

The higher attention paid to Central Europe in my work is for various 

reasons. One of these is that Hungary is also in this geographical region; 

this offered the opportunity to place some of our outstanding national 

works in this natural and logical international context once again. 

Another is that this region had a key role in the liturgical reform right 
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from the very beginning of the 20th century, and its activity in this field 

has not lost impetus in our days either. It is enough to mention the 

liturgical movement started with Rudolf Schwarz’s activity (the 

experimental place of the liturgical reform), numerous German 

theologians closely related to the events in Germany (Johannes van 

Acken, Aloys Goergen, Erich Przywara, Romano Guardini) as well as the 

architects having great role in this renewal (Dominikus Böhm, Emil 

Steffann, Ottokar Uhl) – their effect has been observable in the last few 

decades, until our present day. The resounding victory of the liturgical 

reform during the Second Vatican Council was the result of the program 

prepared by the (predominantly German-speaking) theological schools 

opposing to the Roman Curia, before convening the council or in parallel 

therewith. Nowadays, notable liturgical expert continue acting in this 

field (like Albert Gerhards and Walter Zahner), and we should not forget 

Joseph Ratzinger, also known as Pope Benedict XVI who re-evaluated 

the liturgical reform. 

Two liturgical tendencies were to born from the productive debates of 

the 90’s, which may be called as the ways of community (communio) or 

devotion (devotio) in a nutshell. The former applies for the Vatican space 

of the liturgy, while the latter to the Trident one, respectively.  Both of 

them are presented by outstanding theoretical works, like the 

Communio-Räume (2003) written by Albert Gerhards, Thomas 

Sternberg and Walter Zahner. This collection presents the different 

tendencies in parallel, but in the same time bridging the gap between the 

researches of theological and architecture in this respect. Similar 

considerations led to the series of conferences all around Europe, which 

are the meeting places for researchers and architects of different 

orientation but working on the same field. These include the Ourense 

and Venice conferences organized in parallel with the Architectural 

Biennales, as well as the conventions of the Bose Monastery in Magnano. 
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3. The structure of the study 

 

 

The first, investigative chapter of my thesis makes a liturgical and 

doctrinal approach. The list at the end of this chapter includes all those 

minimum requirements, which may be asked by the Church from every 

designer. Moreover, I mention in this chapter the intellectual foundation 

upon those the entire Catholic Church is built. I will also refer to the most 

commonly repeated mistakes and the Catholic Church’s teachings on 

sacred arts. This will show us what refers to the church architects and 

how is the situation of the liturgical reform nowadays.  

The chapter “Motives in contemporary church architecture” presents 

the most important actual tendencies of our highlighted field. It 

introduces the architectural expansion of the communio, starting from 

the direct effect of monastic orders and liturgical movements until the 

contemporary renaissance of the ideas represented by them. In this 

chapter, we will give an overview about the actual debate most strongly 

connected to the efforts represented by Pope Benedict and the 

perspectives thereof in the longitudinal church space. The practical 

synthesis coordinating the tendencies will be presented in the third 

chapter; we will analyse the possibilities of the architectural reflection of 

the holy mass, in terms of the elemental assets that make the church 

authenticated. In close relation to the latter, we will try to find answer for 

the questions related to the architectural tradition in the same place: Is 

there a specific construction method coming directly from the inner 

essence of the liturgy? Is the building structure able to follow the 

liturgical function, and if so, then how? After the summary of our results, 

we will critically analyse some well-known works and close the thesis 

with the creators’ self-reflection through personal interviews and 

architectural creeds. 
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4. New scientific results 

 

 

I. Thesis: The minimum requirements of today’s Catholic 

church architecture 

[6, 7, 8, 15]  

 

In nine points, I summarized the liturgical minimum requirements of 

the Roman Catholic Church interpreted in a timely manner. The 

compilation is based on the most important liturgical documents issued 

since the Second Vatican Council, with the demand to fulfil the 

expectations defined by the reform of Pope Benedict XVI, detailing the 

conceptual requirements of the architectural space necessary for 

practicing the Roman Rite. 

 

The architectural books published in the field of the churches usually 

do not study the functionality of the churches, most of them considers 

the liturgy as a capability beyond doubt. This literature of commentaries 

created its own visual culture, which defines the concept of the sacred 

space with general impressions being far from the essence and the 

intended use of the church. Whereas the absence of the knowledge 

related to the liturgy and ecclesiastical teaching responsible for high 

number of bad or out-of-date architectural solutions, in some countries 

(like Germany and Italy) separate planning guides were created for 

sacred buildings. Although these did not have uniform success in 

practice, nevertheless, they inform about the Church’s position – no 

surprise why great number of episcopal conference decides about their 

introduction.  
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II. Thesis: Architectural consequences of a motu proprio 

[1, 7, 15, 19] 

 

The motu proprio apostolic letter initiated with Summorum Pontificum 

issued by Pope Benedict XVI the 7th of July 2007 authorizes each 

community to use Pope John XIII’s Missal published in 1962 before the 

Council, which has consequences relating to the liturgical space itself. 

According to the apostolic letter, existing churches need to be made 

available for liturgical praxis of both forms of the Roman Rite, and the 

new ones need to be designed accordingly. The most important criterion 

of this kind of church is the altar and ambon that can be used in two 

directions (versus Deum and versus populum), as well as the balance 

between the community and devotional property of the liturgical space. 

 

Versus Deum means a mass performed with reverence (devotio) to 

God, sometimes incorrectly named as “mass back to the people”. In this 

traditional form, the pastor stands at the head of the congregation and 

symbolically leads the assembly towards God. The versus populum 

spread as a result of the Second Vatican Council, but it is not a prescribed 

form in the liturgical constitution thereof, during which the priest and 

the assembly forms the table fellowship of the altar, turning towards one 

another (communio). 

The name “extraordinary form” does not refer to a new liturgical 

reform or the introduction of a completely new rite, because the church 

has always desired to stay connected to its own tradition. Actually, on the 

contrary. This refers to the form of the Roman Rite before 1970, through 

which the motu proprio made available for each community. According 

to the Pope, the former rite serves the spiritual growth of the Christian 

community and the extraordinary form cannot cause disunion in faith: 

“lex credendi, lex orandi”; therefore none of the communities can be 

deprived from the rights to use the traditional form of the mass. This 

criteria is not compatible with an exclusively one-way orientation of the 

space, and expects removable furniture, or a fixed arrangement that can 

be defined in both directions. 
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III. Thesis: Re-evaluating the architectural heritage of the 

liturgical reform  

[3, 4, 5, 6, 11, 14, 15, 17, 19] 

 

According to the experiences of the realised examples of contemporary 

churches it can be stated that the spatial concept of the 20th century 

liturgical reform movements have been re-evaluated due to the 

changing demands of church architecture: the multi-focused solution of 

the longitudinal model arranges sacred space with a more appropriate 

emphasis, and better understanding of symbolism and hierarchy. The 

adequate articulation of the liturgical space, projected to the 

architectural language of a multi-functional church complex, explains 

the dynamics of Christian life with greater success.   

 

The common point of reference of the religious orders and 

movements preparing the liturgical reform is the Old Christian 

community, worship and lifestyle. The idea of original Christianity 

continued to live on after the Second Vatican Council. Its heritage of 

form and space has been giving inspiration to Central European churches 

until the present days.  

The conditions in the monastic liturgies were available for the 

realisation of the liturgical constitution of the Second Vatican Council. 

The monasteries mostly defined the message of the Council in such a way 

that the laics may be involved in the religious praxis and regulations of 

their own traditions. Ressourcement considered that the liturgical reform 

leads the Church back to the apostolic times, which resulted in the 

important tendency that the houses of God became similar to the ancient 

house churches in their spatial arrangement and architectural character. 

Today, this issue has been fully re-evaluated thanks to the liturgical 

guidelines of the third millennium. Instead of utopias new architectural 

solutions have emerged, which can suit liturgy’s structure much better, 

and depict a more understandable and realistic image of Christian life.   
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IV. Thesis: The importance of the communio-space and its 

model in the renewal of spatial perception 

[1, 7, 19] 

 

In the curve-line variant of the communio-space (a contemporary 

theoretical model developed for the restoration of the communal and 

devotional unity of the catholic mass) the community-based 

interpretation of the church is too strong to reach the desired balance. 

Practical examples prove that with an orthogonal version (simplified 

for structural or aesthetical reasons) the model’s original objective is 

more likely achievable. This version can actually be interpreted as a 

potential architectural solution given for balancing the liturgy in the 

desired way.  

 

The one-sided practices created, despite the liberality of the liturgical 

constitution of Sacrosanctum Concilium, caused deviations. The sacred-

sacrificial (sacrificium) and community feast (cena) aspects of the 

celebration of the Eucharist were separated from each other. The 

unnatural dichotomy of devotion and community has common origins 

with this problem: the former applies better to the directed, while the 

latter applies more central spaces, respectively; nevertheless, these follow 

different paths in our present age. Nowadays, it is quite rare to find a 

space concept that takes both the aspects of the worship as well as the 

community in consideration. These ventures prepared balanced models 

referred to as communio-spaces (Communio-Räume) in scientific 

literature (by Albert Gerhards and Walter Zahner).  

The communio-space is a directed space having a main and minor 

axis. The congregation surround the centre of the nave in two wings, 

which is a procession way with oriental inspiration (solea). The ambon 

and the altar are situated along a common axis, but sometimes the sedilia 

and the baptismal font as well. An important feature of this arrangement 

is that the centre of the widening nave is hollow, which is symbolically 

explained by the epiclesis (“the invocation of the Holy Spirit”) and can be 

justified by a large margin practically advisable. 
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V. Thesis: The modernity of the longitudinal space 

[1, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9] 

 

The authenticity of longitudinally directed liturgical space is proved by 

orientation of Christian prayer, which precedes every historical 

examples of architecture in point of importance. The orientation of 

prayer belongs to the most basic requirements of the church, which 

unites the cosmic, historic and eschatological dimension of the prayer. 

The longitudinally directed church space can be considered modern for 

this reason. Its contemporary application is not to be taken as a mere 

rehabilitation of a historical form, because it brings itself an expression 

of creed which needs to be continuously timely for Catholic church 

architecture. 

 

Joseph Ratzinger (later known as Pope Benedict) devoted most of his 

liturgical work to present the relationship between the cosmic and the 

historical dimension, the transcendent perspective and the present time 

of the mass experienced by the believers. Following his trail, an 

increasing number of researchers (for example Nicola Bux, Uwe Michael 

Lang, Balázs Barsi, Miklós István Földváry in Hungary) reinterpret and 

awake the inherited elements of the liturgical space. The eschatological 

tradition continues living on in the contemporary Catholic church 

architecture of Europe. The symbolic perception of the church became 

stronger after the turning point of 2007. It became the asset of the 

evangelisation representing the pilgrimage of the Church awaiting for the 

Second Coming of Jesus (parousia). 

 The contemporary masters of church building answered this 

challenge with high sensitivity, but accurately suggested that there is a 

relativity in the church itself. There are continuous attempt to loosen the 

directed space vertically. The demand of the axial design appeared in 

other spaces as well: in communities, where the effect of this reform has 

not arrived yet, but it was necessary for the closer affection to traditions. 
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VI. Thesis: Tectonics as an architectural analogy for the liturgy  

[2, 5, 12, 13, 14, 16, 18] 

 

The catholic mass consists of temporally parallel and alternating 

sequence of main and auxiliary acts, which is reflected by the layered 

structure of the liturgical space. In terms of their behaviour, the 

structural and cladding elements of a carpentry-based building 

tradition are related to each other as these acts of the liturgy. The 

efforts of the tectonics are directed to the redefinition of the material, so 

it is the architectural analogy of the mass carried out with the same 

purpose. 

 

The quality of the building is independent from its function, which is 

an aptitude, that is why the construction quality most appropriate for the 

liturgy can be hardly defined. The reason (logos) leaves its marks on the 

material to be elaborated, which covers an episode from the history of the 

construction. The sacrifice of the work is consistent with the 

phenomenon of the sacred place, but the marks show us not only the 

knowledge but also the learning process. 

The tectonics observes the different construction materials separately 

and in their context as well. It can create a logical link between the 

building frames and cladding material, which may not be possible in the 

cases of dominant structure or overemphasized façade details. The 

distinction and linking of these two elements is a basic operation of the 

tectonics: the cladding always suggests something from the structure, 

while the latter hides behind it. The tectonics is developing towards the 

physical transparency of the building structure, where the air and 

weightless light takes the role of the hard material. Tectonics has the 

internal dynamism of the liberation, aiming at the final transparency, 

thus having the same purpose as the liturgy oriented to a cosmic 

direction: the “passage”, also known as the transcendence. 
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VII. Thesis: Church architecture is an interdisciplinary field 

[3, 6, 8, 9, 10, 20, 21] 

 

Due to our analysis on the changing role of the church designer and in 

virtue of several architectural creeds, it can be stated that the church 

building is a well-working contemporary media of the renewal of 

religious worship. The architectural decision qualifying the program of 

a church is a mediator of the teachings of the Church and the field of 

creative criticism, therefore, it is an active participant and adjusting 

factor of the liturgical debate carried out in the Catholic Church, and in 

parallel, the protestant churches as well. 

 

The Second Vatican Council – although it ceased with the 4th session 

of 1965 – was not considered concluded, since it went into details neither 

about the order of the mass, nor about other issues. The same applies to 

the Catholic art and church architecture in which the liturgical and 

artistic freedom are more closely intertwined than anywhere else. Pope 

Paulus VI spoke about this unity during his speech at 7th of May 1964 in 

the Vatican’s Sistine Chapel. The Archbishop of Rome suggested that fine 

art – including architecture – can become an interpretation of the 

liturgy; in absence thereof, its message could not be expressive. The 

clergy needs art for the explanation of the Holy Scriptures, which conveys 

the message of the Gospel, serving a better understanding of the 

believers. “In order to arrive to a lyric expressiveness of the intuitive 

beauty, we need to unify clergy with art” – he said.  

Lots of the world’s famous churches were built in this spirit, including 

the Church of Saint Jude Thaddeus in Karlsruhe (1979-89). During its 

design and construction, Ottokar Uhl has spent ten years with 

negotiation to get relevant answers for the questions of both architecture 

and contemporary liturgy. The plan of Álvaro Siza Vieira’s Marco de 

Canaveses Church (1990-2007) deserves to be mentioned in the critical 

history of the liturgical reform. A work of similar importance is the 

Dominikuszentrum of Andras Meck (2008), Florian Nagler’s ecumenical 

complex (2001-2003) as well as the Allmann-Sattler-Wappner’s Sacred 

Heart Church (Herz Jesu, 2000) in Munich. 
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5. Actuality and practical use of the results 

 

 

The architects’ intuitive answers reflecting the liturgy may be valuable 

feedbacks for both architecture and theology. Not only liturgy and 

tectonics have their role in sacred spatial design, but also the personal 

thoughts and experiences as well. Sacred architecture hauls an architect 

up for his conscience and values so directly, that this kind of task cannot 

be initiated without paying closer attention to them. Liturgy generally 

determines the ground plan of a church, but the depth and height of its 

space is rather opened for the personal interpretations of sacredness.  

At the same time, the legitimate expectations of the Church need to be 

taken in consideration, not only by studying the prefiguration – because 

we can find solutions based on functional mistakes despite their 

architectural quality – but with the effort to include the church into the 

actual liturgical debate and bring us closer to solve the question of 2007. 

The church, as a device of evangelisation, means such a great 

responsibility, which urges everyone entering this field to practice 

consciousness. The new scientific results of this dissertation may give us 

important guidelines through the examples and principles presented in 

this work: guidance for the timely debates around liturgy, parallel case 

studies and orientation in the regulations of the Church. This work gives 

an evaluation about contemporary church architecture for both the 

architects and the Church. It describes designers’ thinking, the 

opportunities of the profession of architects in our days, and the 

subsidiary of the issue of the style, trying to develop a language for the 

interdisciplinary dialogue on the most important architectural issues 

concerning the Roman Rite. 
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