
Our Sanctuary Architecture: 
 

Our church building is adapted from English Gothic architecture. The Gothic cathedral was 
designed to be an “encyclopedia of human knowledge” where “the first aim of their art was not 
to please, but to teach.” The gothic style reflects the important and key role laity played in the 
medieval church.  
 
The Cross:  
Our sanctuary is constructed in the form of a cross. The chancel and nave form the vertical piece 
of the cross and the transepts extending from each side of the nave creating the horizontal cross 
member.  
 
 

 
The Nave:  
The nave is that part of a church set apart for the laity, as distinguished from the chancel, choir, 
and presbytery, which are reserved for the choir and clergy. The separation of the two areas in 
our church is by a low screen. The term nave derives from the Latin navis, meaning “ship,” and 
it has been suggested that it may have been chosen to designate the main body of the building 
because the ship had been adopted as a symbol of the early church. Boats and fishermen play 
prominent roles in the Gospels. 
 



The nave symbolizes the church (the laity) sailing on the Sea of Life, guided by the faith in God. 
When you look up from your seat in the nave the ceiling and beams show the structure of the 
hull of a ship.  
 
The Gothic influence is seen in the arches, which point like a person raising their hands to God 
in prayer.  
 
The nave of the church is 33 feet wide and 71 feet long with a seating capacity of 500 (so get out 
there and evangelize and fill those seats). The ceiling rises to 54 feet above the floor. The side 
aisles, narthex and chancel combine to make our sanctuary 49 feet wide and 104 feet long. The 
balcony above the narthex has additional seating for 100.  
 
The Narthex: 
The narthex is an architectural element typical of early Christian and Byzantine basilicas and 
churches consisting of the entrance or lobby area, located end of the nave, opposite the church's 
main altar. Traditionally the narthex is a part of the church building, but is not considered part of 
the church proper. 
 
The Gothic Style: 
Here is some information concerning Gothic architecture that will allow you to appreciate “why” 
the choice of a Gothic style was chosen. The choice of Gothic architecture was a big step away 
from the traditional Congregational architecture style of “graceful and handsome 
meetinghouses,” with soaring white steeples, espousing values of civic duty, education, local 
autonomy and without adornments.  
 
The Gothic cathedral originated around 1137 and saw its high point during the thirteenth century. 
Abbot Suger of France is generally attributed with being the hub of the innovation that is Gothic 
architecture. 
 
Here are a few key features of Gothic architecture that are clearly evident in our building.  

1. Grand, Tall Designs, Which Swept Upwards with Height and Grace. 
2. The Pointed Arch. The pointed arch is a sturdy little design. Its form distributed the force 

of heavier ceilings and bulky wall. It could support much more weight than previous, 
simple, spindly pillars and low ceilings from the Romanesque design. The stronger arches 
allowed for much more vertical height, too – they literally reached up to the heavens. 
This allowed for large windows to light the sanctuary.  

3. The Vaulted Ceiling, was an innovation which lead on from the achievements of the 
pointed arch. The vaulted ceiling provides the impression of height, grandeur and 
elegance. 

4. Light, Airy Interiors. 
5. An Emphasis on Decoration, and the Ornate. Gothic architecture marked the first time 

that beauty and aesthetic values had been incorporated into building design. 
 
With the arches the need for only minimal walls not only allowed for a much more economic use 
of space but also allowed Suger the use of windows as had never been seen before. One of 
Suger’s greatest sources of inspiration were the Neo-Platonic writings of the Pseudo-Dionysus, a 



sixth-century Christian mystic from Syria. For instance, in Pseudo-Dionysus it may be found that 
“Light comes from the Good, and light is an image of this archetypal Good… it gives them all 
a share of sacred light.” 
 
The earlier Romanesque churches not only had few windows but were also scarcely decorated; 
yet from Pseudo-Dionysus came the view that “The Beautiful is therefore the same as the 
Good, for everything looks to the Beautiful and the Good as the cause of being.” Here is found 
solid justification for the great beauty which Suger attempted to instill into Gothic architecture. 
 
In the Gothic cathedral the scholarship, politics, arts, and religion of the period can be seen 
coming together under the umbrella of Christian ideology.  
 
As Pope Gregory the Great had said quite some time earlier “what writing presents to readers, 
this a picture presents to the unlearned who behold, since in it even the ignorant see what they 
ought to follow; in it the illiterate read.” 
 
In the gothic style this idea can be seen stretched to its maximum potential, the walls, ceilings 
and stained-glass windows filled to the brim with biblical scenes, depictions of the saints, moral 
allegories and images of agriculture and the sciences alike, leading the thirteenth century writer 
William Durandus to note that cathedrals – and specifically the windows therein – were “Holy 
Scriptures, which expel the wind and the rain, that is all things hurtful, but transmit the light of 
the True Sun, that is, God, into the hearts of the Faithful.” 
 
This points both to the cathedral as an “encyclopedia of human knowledge” where “the first aim 
of their art was not to please, but to teach.” 
 
A final implication for the academics of the period seen in the cathedral is the movement of 
education from being primarily the realm of the monasteries to a larger role of the cathedral 
school. With the increasing urbanization of the period towns began to be the center of social life 
and also now played a part in the intellectual sphere. Education became no longer limited to the 
clergy and the scholarly hub of the monasteries could be seen moving into the laity, who often 
attended the cathedral schools. 
 
 
Rather than footnote these statements, I will tell you that they are excerpts from:  
https://presbyformed.com/2016/09/07/gothic-cathedrals-medieval-symbolism/ 
https://www.exploring-castles.com/castle_designs/characteristics_gothic_architecture_2/ 
  


