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II. Understanding Sacred Space (Part 2) 

As we cast our gaze on the Sanctuary, we will notice several furnishings and fixtures; 7 of them (5 furnishings 
and 2 fixtures) are common to the majority of Catholic churches, and all of them have biblical roots:  

1.​ THE ALTAR is the supreme focal point, the heart of the entire church building.  
a.​ Spiritually referred to as both the Table of Sacrifice on which Christ’s perfect sacrifice is made present, 

and it is also the Table of the Eucharist or the Lord’s banquet where we are fed.   1

b.​ In the early Church, Christians celebrated Mass in the catacombs directly over the tombs of the 
martyrs. This tradition continues today in the custom of placing relics of saints beneath or within the 
altar stone.  2

c.​ The altar represents Christ Himself.  This is why the priest kisses the altar when entering the 3

sanctuary at the beginning of the Mass! 

2.​ THE AMBO is where God's Word is proclaimed at Mass.  
a.​ from the Ancient Greek word ambon, meaning the “crest of a hill”. It is further rooted in the Greek word 

anabainein, meaning "to ascend."  (See biblical examples in Nehemiah 8:4 and Exodus 19). 
b.​ The ambo is spiritually referred to as the "Table of the Word." Just as we are fed at the Altar (the Table 

of the Eucharist) with Christ’s Body, we are fed at the Ambo with Christ’s Word. To reflect this 
harmony/connection, it is often recommended that the Ambo and Altar visually match in material. 

c.​ The ambo is reserved exclusively for the Readings, Responsorial Psalm, Homily, the Prayers of the 
Faithful, and the proclamation of the Exsultet (during Easter Vigil).  4

3.​ THE TABERNACLE is the sacred vessel where the consecrated Eucharist is reserved, primarily for the sick 
and for adoration.  5

a.​ from the Latin tabernaculum, meaning "tent." It directly links back to the Tent of Meeting in the OT, 
where the Ark of the Covenant rested in the wilderness (Exodus 40).  

b.​ One of the three items inside the ark of the covenant is a piece of manna – the bread from heaven by 
which God sustained the Israelites in their journey in the wilderness. In our  tabernacle today is Jesus 
Christ – the life-giving bread come down from heaven (John 6:51), sustaining us in our earthly journey.  

4.​ THE SANCTUARY LAMP is the fixture that guards the tabernacle. 
a.​ It fulfills God's explicit command to Moses to keep a perpetual flame burning in the sanctuary (Exodus 

27:20-21).  
b.​ It  must burn continuously to indicate and honor the real presence of Christ in the Sanctuary.    6

c.​ It is extinguished when the Holy Eucharist is not in the tabernacle (e.g., on Good Friday, Holy Saturday) 

6 Canon Law 940; also GIRM, 316. 

5 The Spirit of…, Ch. 4. 

4 GIRM, 309; also Ceremonies of…, 51-53. 

3 CCC, 1383; also The Spirit of the Liturgy, Ch. 3; also Ceremonies of…, 59. 

2 GIRM, 302; also Ceremonies of the Modern Roman Rite, 60. 

1 General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM), 3rd Ed., 296; also Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), 1383. 
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d.​ Traditionally, it should be a living flame  – not an electric or artificial one – encased in a red glass 7

protector.  

5.​ THE CRUCIFIX is an indispensable fixture required to be on or near the altar. 
a.​ It should be a cross bearing the image of the crucified Lord. 
b.​ It should be clearly visible to the assembled congregation.   8

c.​ It directly connects our worship to Calvary and to St. Paul's declaration: "We proclaim Christ crucified" 
(1 Corinthians 1:23). 

d.​ Looking upon the Crucifix during Mass constantly reminds us of the sheer cost of our salvation and the 
boundless love of a God who died so we might live. 

6.​ THE PRESIDER’S CHAIR is where the Priest sits. 
a.​ It signifies the priest’s office of presiding over the assembly and directing its prayer . He sits here in 9

persona Christi (in the person of Christ), not to lord over us, but to shepherd us, gather our prayers, and 
lead us into God’s presence. 

b.​ It biblically echoes the "Chair of Moses" (Matthew 23:2) and Jesus sitting down as Master Teacher on 
the Mount of Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1).  

c.​ In cathedrals, this seat is the Cathedra (bishop's chair), reflecting apostolic authority. 

7.​ THE CREDENCE TABLE is the small side-table holding the sacred vessels before they are brought to the 
Altar.   10

a.​ from the Latin credere or credentia (“to trust” or "trust"); originating from a medieval noble household 
side table where food and drink were tasted for poison to prove they were safe and trustworthy before 
being served. 

b.​ reflects the biblical instruction that all things in God's house be prepared with reverence and order 
(1Cor 14:40). 

 

(EXTRA) THE CANTOR’S LECTERN is a simple, secondary stand placed near or at the choir’s area. 
●​ It is a movable stand used for general speaking, leading music, or parish announcements.  Placing 11

these functions here protects the sacred dignity of the Ambo as the Table of the Word. 
●​ Bernie’s Note: ideally, the cantor’s lectern should NOT be on the sanctuary. However, this is the current 

setup we have at our churches, so I deemed it important to explain its function; this also helps emphasize 
the reserved use of the ambo. At OLOV, this correction has already been made. At St. James, the current 
choir area is “joined” to the Sanctuary, so relocating the lectern will take more planning and effort; 
discussions are in progress on how this correction can be implemented. 

11 Ibid., 105(b). 

10 GIRM, 118. 

9 Ibid., 310; also Ceremonies of…, 54. 

8 GIRM, 308. 

7 Ceremonies of…, 75-76. 
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