
Church Proper Layout - Relic in the Altar and Patron Saints
 
This diagram is based on the classic, historical cruciform architecture. (sadly, today, and in spite of Vatican II
documents, you might find churches that look like factories). 

 Catholic vision assigns symbolic meaning to the various parts of the church building, as it does to pretty much
everything else in the world. The roof symbolizes charity, which covers a multitude of sins; the floor symbolizes the
foundation of faith and the humility of the poor; the columns represent the Apostles, Bishops, and Doctors; the
vaulting represents the preachers who bear up the dead weight of man's infirmity heavenwards; and the beams
represent the champions of ecclesiastical right who defend it with the sword. The nave symbolizes Noah's Ark and
the Barque of St. Peter, outside of which noone is saved. The direction of the East represents the Heavenly
Jerusalem, and the direction whence the Messiah will return in glory; West represents death and evil. (Catholic
Encyclopedia)



Narthex (or "Vestibule")
 A true narthex is either an outside, covered porch-like structure or an inside area separated from the nave (the
"body" of the church) by a screen, but this word has come to mean "entry" or "foyer." Originally, penitents and
Catechumens were confined to this area until their reconciliation with or initiation into the Church. A westwork (or
"westwerk") is the front of a large cathedral that has a tall facade and, usually, towers and an upper chamber
(imagine the front entry of Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris with its towers and sculpture).  

Nave
 Referring to the "barque of Peter" and "Noah's Ark," the word "nave" is derived from the Latin word for ship, navis,
and has come to mean the area where the parishioners sit or stand (pews are a very late addition to the nave area,
and, even today, parishioners stand during the liturgy in many Eastern Catholic and Orthodox Churches). In Gothic
architecture, the nave had an aisle (or two) on both sides.  

Crossing
The place where the nave, chancel and transept intersect. This area is often domed.  

Transept
 The transverse arm of a cruciform church is called the transept. Because the liturgy is supposed to be celebrated ad
orientem (facing East), the left side of the transept is called the North transept and the right side of the transept is
called the South transept. This is so even if the actual orientation of the Church is other than with the Altar at the
East side. Some churches have transepts at the West end of the church, too -- especially English Gothic churches.

Sanctuary and Choir (Chancel)
 The word "chancel" comes from the word cancelli, meaning "lattice work," once used to rail off the choir, where the
religious would sit on long benches to sing the responses at Mass and chant the Divine Office, from the nave, where
the people sit. 

Medieval churches often had "rood screens" ("rood" means "cross") separating the Sanctuary and choir from the
body of the nave. The rood screen had the rood -- the Crucifix -- often flanked by images of the Virgin and St. John
and by oil lamps. This screen totally separated the sanctuary from the place the people sat so that the sanctuary was
truly treated as the Holy of Holies. (In Eastern Catholic churches and in Orthodox churches, the sanctuary is
separated from the congregation by a lovely iconostasis -- a screen or wall with at least two icons (some are covered
with them). The iconostasis has three doors: the Door of the Proskomide (preparation for Liturgy) on the left; the
Royal Door in the middle which leads directly to the altar; and the Deacon's Door at the right (from the parishioner's
point of view). 

The rise of Renaissance architecture saw the disappearance of the choir area, the bringing forward of the sanctuary,
and the general disappearance of the rood screens. The sanctuary was, instead, separated from the nave (as they
should be today if there is no rood screen or iconostasis) by altar rails at which communicants must kneel to receive
the Eucharist.

Aside from being the place of the Altar, the sanctuary is the place where the Tabernacle, which holds the Blessed
Sacrament, is kept and over which there should always be burning a tabernacle light. The other place where the
Tabernacle might be kept is a separate, conspicuous, well-adorned side chapel in churches in which the Altar area is
used for the solemn conduct of the Divine Office or for Pontifical ceremonies. When we see the Tabernacle, we
genuflect. If the Blessed Sacrament is exposed, we kneel on both knees. 

Apse
As the term is commonly used in church architecture, "apse" denotes the often domed, semicircular or polygonal
termination where the altar is located.

Altar
The High Altar (the main altar) is the place where the Eucharistic Sacrifice is offered (in a single church, there
should be more than one Altar). While ancient synagogue liturgy was oriented toward Jerusalem, Christian liturgy is
supposed to be celebrated with the priest and the congregation facing East ("ad orientem"), the direction whence
Jesus, as symbolized by the rising Sun, will come again; the High Altar , therefore, has traditionally been at the East
side of the church. In older churches, you might still see gorgeous altar screens or "Altar pieces" behind the Altar.
The more fanciful, ornate ones are called "reredos" and can be quite exquisite, full of sculpture and with different
panels. 



The High Altar should: be fixed, of natural stone (bishops conferences have some leeway here), and contain a relic
of a Saint (martyrs are favored). The Altar is venerated because it is the place of sacrifice, and because it is the place
of Sacrifice, the Tabernacle is usually kept on it. 

Pulpit
The podium on the left side of the church as you face the Altar (the "Gospel side"), from where the Gospel is read
(and which is reserved for clergy). Not all churches have both a lectern (see below) and a pulpit; some just have one
single speaker's podium called an ambo. Note that the Gospel side of the church is also informally referred to as the
"Mary side" of the church because it is there a statue of her is often placed.

Lectern
The stand on the right side of the church as you face the Altar (the "Epistle side") from where the Epistles are read
(and which can be used by lay-people). Not all churches have both a lectern and a pulpit (see above); some just have
one single speaker's podium called an ambo. Note that the Epistle side of the church is also informally referred to as
the "St. Joseph side" of the church because it is there a statue of him is often placed. 

You can remember which side of the Church is which by taking the vantage point of Christ on the Crucifix: His right
is the Gospel/Mary side of the Church; His left is the Epistle/Joseph side of the Church. Mary and the Gospel are
greater than Joseph and the Epistle so are at Jesus' right. This will be so unless there is a statue of, say, our Lord, in
which case it will be placed to the right of Jesus' vantage point from the Crucifix while Mary is to the left. 

Ambulatory
An ambulatory is basically a sort of walkway which can be either inside or outside of a structure. In Gothic
architecture, ambulatories often had projecting chapels and were especially common around the apse. If an
ambulatory is outdoors and is built such that one side is wall while the other has columns or arches, especially
opening onto a courtyard, it is often called a cloister (the word "cloister" also refers to the area within a monastery to
which some religious are confined). 

Sacristy (or "Vestry")
The Sacristy is where sacred vestments, liturgical vessels, etc., are stored. When the sacristy is behind the chancel
and has two entrances, the priests enter on the Gospel side and exit through the Epistle side door.

In the sacristy you will find the sacrarium -- a special sink with a pipe that bypasses the sewer, unlike an ordinary
sink, but instead goes straight into the earth. This sink is made thus to preserve the dignity of sacred things which can
no longer be used. For ex., the sacred vessels are rinsed there so that no particle of the consecrated Host or no drop
of the Precious Blood will end up in the sewer. The first rinse used to clean Altar linens, old baptismal water, sacred
oils, blessed ashes, etc., all these are disposed of in the sacrarium, returning those substances to the earth. 

Relic in the Altar:

The first Christians, in the 1st century AD, were persecuted by the Romans. Their torture and death were spectacles
in the blood sport arenas of the Roman empire. St. Peter's Basilica in Rome is on the site of one such arena, the
Circus of Nero. Catholic St. Peter, the first leader of the religion after Christ, was martyred there. His grave became a
shrine. More than 200 years later the Christian emperor Constantine began construction over the tomb. The workers
built the altar above the tomb. Leaving relics "in situ" and conducting rituals on top of them was established in this
way.

Altars
To understand the significance of relics beneath the altar, you need to know the significance of altars to Christians. In
the Catholic church, the altar is considered the heart of the church. It represents the table where Christ and his
followers ate together before Christ was crucified by the Romans. Christians consider the martyrdom of Christ to be
the living sacrifice for the redemption of humankind. The altar also signifies the site of his sacrifice, Mount Calvary.

Veneration
Since early Christians first made shrines of the tombs of saints, the practice of venerating their remains has remained
as part of their practice. Protestants do not take part in the tradition. Relics are not simply mementos of the revered
saints. Roman Catholics sometimes believe them to have the power of healing or intercession with God. They believe
that the grace of the martyred saint still lives in the relics and that through the relic they are worshiping Christ, to
whom the saint was dedicated.

Practice



The earliest stone altars were the actual tombs of the martyrs interred in the subterranean Roman catacombs. The
faithful celebrated Mass on top the tombs in the first quarter of the second century. After Constantine, the more
common practice was to build churches and altars over the tombs of saints. By the time of Charlemagne, the church
required that every altar contain a relic. Churches could not be consecrated without relics beneath the altar

Captured from: http://www.ehow.com/info_8359701_significance-relics-buried-below-altar.html#ixzz2t8hMUEyT

An Intercessor Before God:
Few practices of the Catholic Church are so misunderstood today as devotion to patron saints. From the earliest days
of the Church, groups of the faithful (families, parishes, regions, countries) have chosen a particularly holy person
who has passed on to intercede for them with God1. Seeking the intercession of a patron saint does not mean that one
cannot approach God directly in prayer; rather, it's like asking a friend to pray for you to God, while you also
pray—except, in this case, the friend is already in Heaven, and can pray to God for us without ceasing. It's the
communion of saints, in actual practice.

Intercessors, Not Mediators:
Protestants argue that patron saints detract from the emphasis on Christ as our Savior. Why approach a mere man or
woman with our petitions when we can approach Christ directly? But that confuses Christ's role as mediator between
God and man with the role of intercessor. Scripture urges us to pray for one another; and, as Christians, we believe
that those who have died still live, and therefore are capable of offering prayers as we do.

In fact, the holy lives lived by the saints are themselves testimony to the saving power of Christ, without Whom the
saints could not have risen above their fallen nature.

The History of Patron Saints:
The practice of adopting patron saints goes back to the building of the first public churches in the Roman Empire,
most of which were built over the graves of martyrs. The churches were then given the name of the martyr, and the
martyr was expected to act as an intercessor for the Christians who worshiped there.

Soon, Christians began to dedicate churches to other holy men and women—saints—who were not martyrs. Today,
we still place some relic of a saint inside the altar of each church, and we dedicate that church to a patron. That's
what it means to say that your church is St. Mary's or St. Peter's or St. Paul's.

How Patron Saints Are Chosen:
Thus, the patron saints of churches, and more broadly of regions and countries, have generally been chosen because
of some connection of that saint to that place—he had preached the Gospel there; he had died there; some or all of
his relics had been transferred there. As Christianity spread to areas with few martyrs or canonized saints, it became
common to dedicate a church to a saint whose relics were placed in it or who was especially venerated by the
founders of the church. Thus, in the United States, immigrants often chose as patrons the saints that had been
venerated in their native lands.

As the Catholic Encyclopedia notes, by the Middle Ages, the practice of adopting patron saints had spread beyond
churches to "the ordinary interests of life, his health, and family, trade, maladies, and perils, his death, his city and
country. The whole social life of the Catholic world before the Reformation was animated with the idea of protection
from the citizens of heaven." Thus, Saint Joseph became the patron saint of carpenters; Saint Cecilia, of musicians;
etc. Saints were usually chosen as patrons of occupations that they had actually held or that they had patronized
during their lives.

Patron Saints for Diseases:
The same is true of patron saints for diseases, who often suffered from the malady assigned to them or cared for
those who did. Sometimes, though, martyrs were chosen as the patron saints of diseases which were reminiscent of
their martyrdom. Thus, Saint Agatha3, who was martyred c. 250, was chosen as the patron of those with diseases of
the breast, since her breasts were cut off when she refused marriage to a non-Christian.

Often, such saints are chosen too as a symbol of hope. The legend of Saint Agatha attests that Christ appeared to her
as she lay dying and restored her breasts that she might die whole.

Personal and Familial Patron Saints:
All Christians should adopt their own patron saints—first and foremost being those whose name they carry
or whose name they took at their Confirmation. We should have a special devotion to the patron saint of our
parish, as well as the patron saint of our country and the countries of our ancestors. (Often we use our middle name



as the saint of patron. For example, mine is James, thus St. James, though frankly, I take an equal liking to Daniel in
the lion’s den.) It's also a good practice to adopt a patron saint for your family and to honor him or her in your house
with an icon or statue. The saints are powerful intercessors, and, in this day and age when they are so often
neglected, we could use their prayers more than ever. 
visit: http://catholicism.about.com/od/thesaints/p/Patron_Saints.htm
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