
How should Christians design and organize their worship space? Should it be
neutral so that worshipers, in reader-response fashion, are encouraged so to
respond to the liturgy that they can imagine and organize their own worship
space, one tailored to their own specific tastes and needs: “You in your small cor-
ner, and I in mine”? That Christians have thought about the nature of this space
is clear from the traditional cruciform design, the Italian plaza that underlies it,
the theater–night club, or the shopping mall space typical of megachurches.1
No matter where, Christians organize their worship space around a liturgical
center. The question is not whether but how to organize worship space. What is
the underlying principle that shapes Christian worship space?

The intentional ordering of space is not merely a practical but a fundamen-
tal human activity, according to Christian Norberg-Schulz. Thus, he writes that
“human life cannot take place anywhere, it presupposes a space which is really
a small cosmos, a system of meaningful places.”2 This is because

From birth on we try to orientate ourselves in the environment and establish
a certain order. A common order is called culture. The development of culture
is based upon information and education and therefore depends upon the
existence of common symbol-systems. Participation in a culture means that
one knows how to use its common symbols. Culture integrates the single
personality in an ordered world based upon meaningful interactions.3

Each organized space, then, is a minicosmos meaningful to its dwellers, but
not, of course, to those who do not share the commonness of the root cul-
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ture—be that a national, ethnic, tribal, market (think of malls and market-
places), a religious culture, or any number of their subcultures, replete with
their symbol-systems. The organization of these spaces expresses in some sense
the builder’s understanding of his location within and relationship to the cos-
mos. It is familiar, understood space, a sine qua non for those who participate in
its commonness; it is strange, perhaps offensive to outsiders, and even threat-
ening to those whose understanding of the cosmos is merely different, com-
petitive, or radically antithetical. In any case, such space is instructive and
compelling, for it declares to all who enter, even if it does not convince, that this
minicosmos is crucial for harmonious living upon earth. 

Of all the spaces that shape human experience, the ones where we engage
fundamental realities—as we do in the place of Christian worship—must be
organized such that they facilitate and not obstruct that experience. Worship in
a world disordered by sin requires unique space and unique organization of
that space.4

Whatever its architectural shape and organization, Gothic or contemporary
megachurch, worship space will motivate, stimulate, or perhaps compel believ-
ers to engage in true worship; it will usually be enigmatic, or even a hindrance,
for neophytes.5 Because this space will evoke the believers’ first response in
communal worship, it may not be neutral but should be defined by the claims
of the God Christians worship as the body of Christ, not by the worshipers’ own
interests. Moreover, worship space precedes, anticipates, and prepares wor-
shipers for the liturgy; it subsequently supports and enables the liturgy; and
after the liturgy has run its course, may encourage the believing community to
respond appropriately in life outside the worship space. 

In this article, I will suggest that the underlying principle for Christian wor-
ship space is theological, rooted in the biblical teaching concerning the pres-
ence of God as expressed in the metaphor of the throne room.6 Traditional
Reformed liturgy hints at this when it begins with the official votum and salu-
tation, the acknowledgment that the faithful are gathered in God’s presence,7
as does the trisagion, which recalls Isaiah’s vision of the throne (Isa. 6:3). New
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Testament Scripture also speaks in this vein when it encourages the church “to
approach the throne of grace with confidence” (Heb. 4:16; cf. 10:19-22) and
depicts the church gathered around this throne (Rev. 4-5).

I will develop this argument in the following manner. First, I will briefly con-
sider the ancient Near Eastern world’s understanding of worship space and its
intimate connection to kingship. I will then examine the biblical text’s depic-
tion of worship space, especially the features it has in common with the ancient
world, and argue that this space depicts the Lord’s earthly throne room. Finally,
I will consider two aspects of this space: the entrance into and the walls sur-
rounding the worship space of God’s redeemed people.

Worship Space in the Ancient World

Central to the ancient Near Eastern world’s architectural metaphor for wor-
ship space was the mountain. Its height, especially the top, functioned to sym-
bolize an intimate connection between the two essential spheres of reality:
heaven and earth. Because the tops of these artificial mountains, step pyramids
or ziggurats, were understood as the meeting place between heaven and earth,8
they were not only cultic centers but also cosmological space. There, heaven’s
interests were declared and liturgically satisfied in order to maintain order on
the earth. In this architecture, the vertical axis is not an expansion of human
space but symbolic of the human reality’s inescapable link to the divine; it sym-
bolized the community’s sense of centeredness9 expressed through the king-
ship and its crucial role of maintaining that order. The horizontal axis, as
expressed by human cultural activity, was expected to express harmony with the
divine will as made known by the priesthood who was in touch with the tran-
scendent. Thus, human life, centered in the cult, was fundamentally imitative
of the divine will: worship, state, society, the family, and work not only sought
harmony with the divine but were in some sense understood as a continuum of
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the Psalms, trans. by Timothy J. Hallet (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), 113-14. See also, R. E.
Clements, “Sacred Mountains, Temples and the Presence of God,” in his God and Temple (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1965), 1-16.

9 See, for example, Ragnhild Bjerre Finnestad, Image of the World and Symbol of the Creator: On the
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the divine.10 All of reality was experienced as substantially divine and the tem-
ples uniquely holy places. “The temple,” writes Othmar Keel, “represents a lit-
tle cosmos maintained by the king, in order that the gods may maintain the
actual cosmos.”11 Worship space in the ancient world was cosmological space
where the worshipers, under priestly leadership, gathered at the cosmic center
in order to participate in ritual crucial for the maintenance of cosmic order.

The Role of the King: An Example, Ashurnasirpal II’s Throne Room12

Ashurnasirpal II established a new capital at Nimrud after Assur had served
as capital for more than one thousand years. Founding a new capital consti-
tuted a creative act of the king as the founder and hero whose earthly work
coincides with that of the gods. The throne room and its remaining historical
narrative reliefs on the south wall are especially significant for our study. Irene
J. Winter links the cosmovision of this narrative with the king’s imperial inter-
ests, especially that of maintaining an increasingly diverse population unified.
By locating the relief in the palace rather than the temple, he rendered this
statement accessible to visiting dignitaries and the populace. 

The narrative reliefs appended to the walls of the throne room depict hunts,
battles, and victory scenes. The action generally proceeds down the wall away
from the throne; all scenes depict the king facing west, as when seated on the
throne. Human figures who approach the king on these reliefs, come from the
west, as do all who receive an audience. Together the reliefs form a narrative
sequence, united at the corners by sculpted sacred trees.

Two scenes of the relief, slabs 13 and 23, break the narrative sequence. Slab
13 depicts the royal figure on either side of a sacred tree with male genii to his
left and right; the emblem of the god Assur within a winged disc appears above
the sacred tree. According to M. E. L. Mallowan, this scene depicts the king’s
investment with royal power: on the left of the tree, the king supplicates the god
with upraised hand and mace parallel to the ground; on the right the god
grants the prayer, so the royal mace is now held upright. The genii endow the
king with power by means of the fruit plucked from the sacred tree in a cone-
smearing ceremony.13 This scene depicts the right order of the universe as
understood at Nimrud where Ashurnasirpal II exercises divine authority to
maintain this order.
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11 Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, 27.
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Restoration at Nimrud determined that the throne room’s main entrance
was located between entrances at the extreme east and west. Entrance through
this location would direct the eye of all who entered to the scene on slab 13 and
thus be confronted with the central depiction of the cosmovision fundamental
to Ashurnasirpal’s empire. Upon turning 90 degrees to the left, the visitor
would see the same scene, slab 23, mounted behind and above the throne. This
scene, along with its location above and behind the throne, has the effect of
linking its depiction of the cosmic order with the throne and the one seated
upon it. The enthroned royal figure, in this case Ashurnasirpal II, is the physi-
cal expression of the depicted order of the cosmos and is identical with the
royal figure depicted on the scene.

Winter argues that slabs 13 and 23 form the organizational pivot points of
the throne room, because, in addition to the repetition of this scene, its central
element, the sacred tree, is also found at the corners of the throne-room reliefs,
thus creating a unified narrative. Not only do slabs 13 and 23 draw the eye to
the king and his cosmic function but also to the activities depicted on the other
reliefs: Facing west, they proclaim that all this activity emanates from the king.
These activities have been consciously selected to depict easily recognizable
royal activities, royal hunts—only lions and bulls14—battle campaigns, emis-
saries with tribute, and captives. Whatever the events selected, the subject
remains the same: The king and his kingdom are at the center of the cosmos.
Winter concludes:

The whole throne room can then be read as a statement of the establish-
ment and maintenance of the exterior state through military conquest and
tribute, and the maintenance of the internal state through the cultic obser-
vances achieved through the person of the all powerful king.15

The Cultic Center and Blessing/Fertility

The all-powerful king could not be divorced from the gods; he represented
their interests, and, as Winter suggests, his throne room is but an extension of
divine power accessible only at the cultic centers, the mountain temples. This
divine power brings blessing, the fertility for ongoing life in all the spheres of
human reality, as we see depicted in sculptures of deities seated on a mountain
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Standard Inscription of Ashurnasirpal II: Historical Document or Decoration?” Journal of Northwest
Semitic Languages 16 (1990): 13-23.

15 Winter, “Royal Rhetoric,” 21.



from which waters flow. These waters have a dual function: they give life, as evi-
denced from the trees that grow from them, and they represent the waters’
threat, as illustrated by a deity pointing a spear at the waters so they do not
transgress their limits.16

There is, then, a connection between the cultic center, a mountain top upon
which the deity is thought to dwell, or at least is available, and the throne room
of the king, the deity’s servant who is responsible on earth for maintaining har-
mony between heaven and earth. From this we also learn that the earthly
throne room, though an expression of the king’s power, is not the king’s private
space, but an extension of the cosmic interests primarily expressed at the cul-
tic center. As we now shall see, these aspects of ancient Near Eastern architec-
ture have their analogues in the biblical perspective on sacred space.

Cosmological Architecture and the Architecture of the Church

The Old Testament analogues of sacred space17 we will briefly discuss are:
the opening chapters of Genesis, the ark, the tabernacle, and the temple. A
brief discussion of the New Testament analogue will look at how these spaces
are read christologically.

Old Testament Cosmological Architecture: The Garden, the Ark, the
Sinai Tabernacle, the Zion Temple

In the midst of cultures convinced of the inescapable relationship with and
substantial continuity between heaven and earth, the Old Testament declares at
the outset that while the creation cannot escape its connection to the Creator,
the creation itself is not substantially divine. Nevertheless, similar to the sur-
rounding cultures, Genesis 1-2 depict the creation in cosmological terms: A
divine being sets forth the parameters within which creaturely reality has its
being. All creation is an ordered whole, a cosmos, whose fundamental archi-
tecture proceeds from the divine but is not divine.18 It is creaturely and subject
to further development and organization, including the spaces for human activ-
ity. The metaphor used to describe this creation is that of sanctuary or temple19

(cf. Isa. 66:1, a divine throne room (cf. Isa. 6:1-3, esp. v. 3; Num. 14:21; Ex.
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40:35), an aspect of the dominant metaphor that depicts the relationship
between God, humanity, and the creation in Scripture, that of royalty.20

The first templelike space constructed on earth after the creation account
is the Garden of Eden where, in the presence of the life-giving God, priestly
humanity21 receives divine instruction (Gen. 2:15-17). Similarities between the
garden and the abovementioned depictions of deities seated on mountain tops
are several: In it the Lord planted trees, including the Tree of Life, and river
waters not only for the garden but also for the entire earth (Gen. 2:10-14; cf. Ps.
1:3; 46:4; Ezek. 47:1-12; Rev. 22:1-2). This earthly garden is cosmological space:
There, priestly humanity lives according to heavenly instruction, until they
are expelled.

The expulsion from Eden sets the stage for subsequent construction of
spaces on earth, all related to consequences of expulsion from the garden. Life
outside the garden is uncertain because exiled humanity cannot return:
Entrance to the garden is forbidden by armed royal servants, cherubim, sta-
tioned (Gen. 3:24) there by God to guard (cf. Gen. 2:15) the way to the pres-
ence of God and the Tree of Life. Exiled, Adam and Eve’s descendants fill the
earth with violence (Gen. 6:11, 13), not with blessing as instructed (Gen. 1:28).
With a universal flood, God purifies the defiled creation—sanctuary, a judg-
ment survived by the firstfruits of a new creation placed in a divinely designed
instrument of salvation: the ark.

Like other cosmological spaces—the earth and the garden—the ark’s
design is divine (Gen. 6:14-21). Thus, Noah builds it according to instruction
(Gen. 6:22; 7:5). Before the flood, he, his family, and the animals enter the ark
and, after the flood, leave it according to divine instruction (7:16; 8:16-19). In
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19 For a more detailed discussion see John H. Stek, “What Says the Scripture?” in Portraits of
Creation: Biblical and Scientific Perspectives on the World’s Formation, ed. Howard J. Van Till, et. al.
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 232-36. For greater detail on the sanctuary motif in Gen. 2-3,
detail, see Gordon J. Wenham, “Sanctuary Symbolism in the Garden of Eden Story,” Proceedings of
the World Congress of Jewish Studies (1986): 19-25; and commentary on Genesis 2:4-3:24 in his Genesis
1-15. Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1987), 41-91.

20 Not, of course, the only metaphor. The royal metaphor includes the covenant, a royal admin-
istrative tool, the language of praise, appeal, judgment, vindication, and cries for justice, in the
psalms, for example-the king being the ultimate court of appeal-and prophetic rebuke by a mes-
senger sent from the presence of the Great King (1 Kings 22:19-23; Jer. 23:21, 22). Because the king
in Israel reflected the Great King himself, this centrality is understandable, although this does not
make it more acceptable to those who argue against the propriety of royal imagery. A cursory exam-
ination of Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, discloses the crucial role of the king in society. See
also Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods; Thorkild Jacobson, The Treasures of Darkness: A History of
Mesopotamian Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976); J. N. Postgate, “Royal Ideology and
State Administration in Sumer and Akkad,” in Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, vols. 1 and 2, ed.
Jack M. Sasson (Peabody, Mass.: 2000), 395-411; Marc Zvi Brettler, God is King: Understanding an
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21 Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 84.



the ark, humanity is secure in divinely ordered space. After leaving it, however,
Noah and his descendants continue the old ways, even attempting to build a
stairway to heaven (Gen. 11:1-9). That building project meets with divine dis-
approval and Adam’s descendants (Gen. 11:5) are scattered all over the earth.
From this scattered humanity, God elects Abraham and sends him on the way
to a secure space where he and his descendants could live righteously accord-
ing to divine instruction (Gen. 12:1; Deut. 1:8; 34:4; Josh. 1:7-9) but not without
God’s accompanying presence in the cosmological space designed and con-
structed at Mount Sinai.22

Like the ark, the Sinai tabernacle is of divine design (Ex. 25:8-9, 40). While
Israel waits at the bottom of the holy mountain—neither she nor animals may
touch it, on pain of death—Moses receives God’s instructions at Sinai’s top.
Seven speeches of instruction (25:1-30:10; 30:11-30:16; 30:17-30:21; 30:22-30:33;
30:34-30-37; 31:1-31:11; 31:12-31:18) recall the creation account’s six days of cre-
ation by divine speech and one day of Sabbath rest.23 The tabernacle is only built
after an episode of disobedience—evoking Adam and Eve’ failure to submit to
divine instruction in the garden—and forgiveness. When Israel brings the taber-
nacle appurtenances to Moses, he blesses them (Ex. 39:32-43, esp. vv. 42-43, cf.
Gen. 2:3), assembles the tent, and enters to consecrate it (Ex. 40). As with the
mountain, so with the tabernacle, priestly Israel (Ex. 19:5-6) is forbidden
entrance.24 Only Moses (Ex. 40; Lev. 9) and later the priests (Lev. 8-9) from Levi
who did not participate in the golden calf episode work in and around the taber-
nacle, and from them only Aaron’s descendants may enter the tent.

Mount Sinai displays clear similarities with the ancient Near Eastern under-
standing of cosmological space: The Lord’s descent on it and Moses’ receiving
instruction from Sinai’s heights recall the temple—ziggurat tops that were
understood to be the “meeting place of heaven and earth.” At Sinai, Moses is
the mediator of heaven’s instruction for good living on earth, it is the Lord’s
instruction, Torah, that is like the river of life (cf. Ps. 1:3). This tent takes the
mountain’s place: “What happened at Sinai is continued in the tabernacle.”25

The tent provides room for the Lord’s earthly throne room; from it he rules his
people (Ex. 25:22; 29:42-46). Because of this connection between the moun-
tain and the tabernacle, not only the tent but also the speech emanating from
it (Lev. 1:1-2) has cosmological impact: From it heaven rules and instructs the
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earth. As with the depictions of the mountain deities’ provisions of the waters
of life, the Sinai—tabernacle complex is at the same time the source of life and
a potential threat. At Sinai, and later, the tabernacle God and his speech are
both the source of life (Lev. 18:5) and, potentially, threat (Ex. 19:12; 20:18-21;
24:17; Num 1:51, 53; cf. Hen. 12:28-29).

The mountain-tabernacle also recalls elements from the garden. Even as
the cherubim guard the way to the Tree of Life (Gen. 3:24) so they guard the
way into the divine presence at the tabernacle: Cherubim are embroidered
into the curtain walls and the curtain separating the holy place from the holy
of holies (Ex. 26:1, 31). Cherubim also guard the ark of the covenant (Ex.
25:17-22). The menorah in the holy place very likely recalls the Tree of Life.26

God’s earthly throne room subsequently moves to the temple built on
Mount Zion under Solomon’s direction. Like Sinai, Zion is a cosmic moun-
tain.27 Unlike Exodus, where it is clear that the tabernacle is built under God’s
direction and according to his design, Solomon builds the temple without spe-
cific instruction, but not without divine approval (2 Sam. 7:11-14; 1 Kings 5:5;
6:38; 8:10-11; 9:1-3; but see 1 Chron. 28:11-12). The explanation for this may be
that in the ancient Near East temple building was a royal task, one that also dis-
closed the priestly character of the kingship (cf 1 Kings 8:14, 22).28 As in the
tabernacle, so in the temple, cherubim are depicted as royal attendants and
guards on the temple walls, doors, and beside the ark (1 Kings 6:23, 29, 32, 35).
Beyond the fact that the temple is a continuation of the tabernacle as a throne
room, portable for the time being, Solomon’s dedicatory prayer and the Lord’s
response emphasize that the temple is the earthly throne room but that prayer
toward the temple will be heard in heaven.29
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26 So Carol L. Meyers, The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol from the Biblical Cult
(Missoula: SBL, 1976). C. Houtman (Exodus, vol. 3, Historical Commentaries on the Old Testament
[Louvain: Peeters, 200], 411.) is not convinced. He argues the shape of the tree recalls the place of
theophanies and that thus the menorah’s “form of a tree was chosen as an invitation to manifest
himself.” Given the semiotics of the cluster mountain, river, and tree in the ancient Near East, and
the evocation of river and tree throughout Scripture, including the water flowing from Ezekiel’s
mountain temple, Meyer’s solution is preferable.

27 See Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, 116; Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion: An Entry into
the Jewish Bible (San Francisco, Harper & Row, 1985), esp. 111-75.

28 Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, 269-80. Keel cites the article of A. G. Kapelrud
(“Temple Building, a Task for Gods and Kings,” Orientalia 32 [1963]: 56-62.) in which Kapelrud
finds a parallel between Solomon’s temple building and that of the Sumerian king Gudea. There
may also be parallels with Egypt, for the Egyptian temple-builder king “does not appear as a servant
of the gods [i.e., carrying a basket with construction material]. Rather, he acts on his own initiative
and on his own responsibility. He builds as a son for his father.” Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World,
272 (emphasis added). See 2 Sam. 7:14 : “I will be his father and he will be my son.”



In summary, the creation-sanctuary, the divinely created space for human
habitation, is designed for a response that would unfold it and reflect God’s
glory (“as surely as the glory of the LORD fills the whole earth,” [Num. 14:20];
“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory” [Isa.
6:3]). Creation is therefore the first expression of cosmological architecture. As
the result of God’s design, creation expresses the divine will; it and the ongoing
human life within is expected to be in harmony with it. Such is the realm, or
kingdom, over which God reigns, according to Genesis 1. Sin’s intrusion occa-
sioned the entrance of disorder in the realm with the result that the Great King
judged the realm with a purifying flood, but not before he designed (Gen. 
6:13-21) an ark as a temporary instrument of salvation from this judgment.
Within this divinely consecrated space, representatives of humanity and ani-
mal life were safe from the threatening waters of chaos, and from it emerges the
“new humanity” under divine instruction for life in a purified creation (Gen.
9:1, 7). The ark, then, is the second expression of cosmological architecture,
but unlike the creation-sanctuary, it is temporary and redemptive in nature.30

Similarly, the tabernacle and temple are temporary spaces redemptively cre-
ated so that the Word can dwell among the people.31 Those who live in the
Lord’s presence, Israel in the camp during the desert journey or in the
Promised Land after the conquest, cannot escape the reality represented by
these royal structures. Israel’s work and worship space is architecturally shaped
by divine presence, instruction, and the symbols revealed by God: the tent (tem-
ple), cultic furnishings, sacrifices, and the inscripturated instructions for cultic
and daily life in God’s presence. Indeed, the canonical documents themselves
shape the ongoing work and worship of this community and are crucial for
maintaining its architectural shape and identity, as Psalm 48 and Ezekiel 40-48
illustrate. In all this, God’s people are responsible for organizing the space in
God’s presence in response to the instruction of the Lord and with all the atten-
dant symbolism. Thus constructed, the tabernacle and temple are the tempo-
rary earthly expressions of the Creator and Redeemer’s heavenly throne and
rule. As with the throne room of Ashurnasirpal II, these carefully designed and
constructed spaces express the claims of the kingdom of God.
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29 Praying toward this place, i.e., on earth: 1 Kings 8:29, 30, 33, 35, 38, 42, 44, 48; hear from
heaven: 1 Kings 8:30, 32, 34, 36, 39, 43, 45, 49; God’s response: 1 Kings 9:3: “I have heard the prayer
and the plea.”

30 Of the ark, Augustine wrote: “this is certainly a figure of the city of God sojourning in this
world; that is to say, of the church, which is rescued by the wood on which hung the Mediator of
God and men, the man Jesus Christ. For even its very dimensions, in length, breadth, and height,
represent the human body in which He came, as it had been foretold.” In his The City of God, trans.
Marcus Dods (New York: The Modern Library, 1950), 516 (bk 15.26).

31 For a brief discussion of the biblical understanding of consecrated place, see Sara Japhet,
“Some Biblical Concepts of Sacred Place,” in Sacred Space. Shrine, City, Land, ed. Benjamin Z. Kedar
and R. J. Zwi Werblowsky (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 55-72.



The New Testament

What was said about the tabernacle and temple also applies to the church,
at least in those ecclesiastical traditions that do not subscribe to a premillennial
dispensationalist hermeneutic. In the fullness of the time, the mystical body of
Christ, the church,32 becomes the consecrated community whose faith and con-
duct is shaped by the Word and its attendant symbolism. As the earthly resi-
dence of Christ and his Spirit (John 1:14; 14:25-27), the church also expresses
the two realities crucial for human life: the heavenly, the eternal now—
incarnate Christ and the Spirit; and the earthly, ordinary human creatures
gathered into the sphere of this heavenly power. What specific buildings with
unique designs symbolized in the Old Testament epoch, is expressed in the
New Testament through the mystical body of Christ. The redemptive-historical
shift from the physical to the mystical realities does not erase the symbolism,
but concentrates it in the person of Christ (Heb. 4:16; 10:19-25). Like the ark,
the tabernacle in the desert camp, and the temple in the Promised Land, the
body of Christ is a separated space (2 Cor. 6:14-7:1); is royal temple space
(1 Cor. 3:16: 6:19; 1 Peter 2:5-10 [recalling Ex. 19:5-6]); and because the Great
King dwells in it through the Holy Spirit, it is the space where the true order of
things are revealed and known. There is no reason to deny it standing in the
Old Testament tradition of a throne room.

It is the mystical body of Christ, of course, that possesses all these character-
istics, and not a building. This mystical body is the product of an imperial archi-
tect; it has no other builder than the Lord Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit.
When this body meets in solemn assembly for worship, it has no other purpose
than to acknowledge with gratitude and praise God’s sovereign rule in creation
and redemption and to acknowledge the King’s claims on it and over those
who promote conflict with the kingdom of God. As such, the church of Christ
is an example of imperial space, for through it the Lord proclaims his rule over
all the nations. When it gathers for worship, however, this body customarily
meets in a building. If it is the case that architecture creates spaces for particu-
lar activities, and if Christian worship declares God’s rule as described above,
then this meeting place should express that character of the mystical body
architecturally. That is, like the tabernacle and the temple, it should be so orga-
nized and shaped to reflect the enduring and inescapable reality of the biblical
cosmovision of the kingdom of God as concentrated in its center: the throne
room where God dwells among his people (Ex. 25:8-9; 29:42-46).

When the body of Christ constructs and organizes a space for worship, it
can do no other than to think of that space as expressive and supportive of the
cosmovision and purposes of the gospel: to proclaim Christ’s kingship and it
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32 For further discussion of temple and church, see David E. Holwerda, “Jesus and the Temple:
A Question of Essence,” in his Jesus and Israel: One Covenant or Two? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1995), 59-83.



consequences. Because the body of Christ as redemptively created, consecrated
space belongs to the category of cosmological or imperial architecture, both
the exterior and interior design of any building it constructs for worship should
serve the ongoing proclamation of Christ’s rule from the throne room, a
declared rule that also conflicts with other claims to sovereignty from outside
this throne room. This throne room motif is prominent in both Ancient Near
Eastern literature and Scripture and bears closer examination.

Inside and Outside the Throne Room

To enter the throne room for an audience with Ashurnasirpal II is to lose all
doubt about the nature and extent of his empire, as the narrative reliefs that
dominate this royal space declare. That, of course, is the point of the organiza-
tion of this space: to reinforce the royal claims for those who acknowledge the
king and to refute the emissaries of those who dispute those claims. By its con-
tinuing presence, and in time of dispute its survival, the throne room is a visi-
ble symbol and declaration of the king’s power and claims. Submission and
dispute are part of the royal metaphor: submission is characteristic of those
who acknowledge the truth of the claims made inside this space; dispute those
who seek its overthrow or neutrality from the outside. Therefore, the royal city
has walls to defend it and all entrances are carefully guarded (cf. Ps. 48).

This inside-outside dynamic was no less true of Noah’s ark, the tabernacle,
and the temple: Without are the raging of the deadly waters and forces of
defilement; within, all is secure, orderly and untainted. Similarly the church:
Within is the righteous and just rule of Christ through the Holy Spirit; without
are the competing claims, complete denial, uneven righteousness and justice.33

This inside-outside dynamic also should characterize Christian worship space:
within it Christians gather in uncontested space. Here

God is the center and focus of attention and cleansed humanity kneels
around him; therefore the liturgy expresses awe, and exhorts the worshipers
to silence away from the confusion and disorientation of mixed, daily life
(Hab. 2:20). Here the stark difference between defiled and consecrated
experience is most vivid; therefore the liturgy leads us to sing the songs of
lament and praise, the hymns that express the hard-won faith throughout
the ages, to confess the faith with the church of all ages and the particular
community to which we belong, and to exercise the language of the faith
crucial for our life in the time of the growing together of the wheat and the
tares. Here, in the light of Christ’s cleansing, the malignant lingering of our
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33 Although the threat from without is real enough, Scripture underscore the threat that comes
from within, the palace rebellion—such as that described by the worship of the golden calf (Ex.
32), the building of worship centers at Bethel and Dan, the filling of the temple with alien religious
elements as described by the books of the Kings (Manasseh), Ezek. 8-11, and the Corinthian cor-
respondence-presents the most difficult problem. This kind of “friendly fire” will continue until the
Lord returns, according to Matt. 13:36-43.



ongoing uncleanness is most clearly absent; therefore the Word and sacra-
ments focus our attention on Christ our wholeness and the Spirit our
Sanctifier. Here we are the beloved of God, not scorned, nor weak, nor bur-
dened; therefore the liturgy reminds us, time and again, of our holiness in
Christ, and of the power of the Holy Spirit to uphold us in the strife. Here
we lament the power of the adversary and the insidiousness of our own
uncleanness; therefore we surrender ourselves restfully to God in the con-
fession of our sin and are led to trust Him, again, having heard the word of
forgiveness and the law of gratitude. Here we sing “Were you there when
they crucified my Lord?” with the knowledge that in baptism we were buried
to sin and raised to newness of life. Here truth is neither Jewish nor Greek,
free nor slave, male nor female; here we are all children of God. Here, as
nowhere else, God’s people experience and anticipate the Holy City into
which nothing impure will ever enter (Rev. 21:27; 22:15). Thus the space
and time of solemn assembly forms the center of the life of the Church, and
as such the center of creation and its order. Nowhere else can such orderli-
ness and cleanness be experienced.34

Cosmological architecture artistically expresses the security, well-being, and
hope of the kingdom it evokes in those buildings that administer the interests
of the empire. It does so by confidently stating the narrative that shapes it and
proudly displays it to all who come in contact with it; including the ambassadors
of foreign and hostile powers. Even when the king is battling intruders at the
borders, the center of a well-built and defended empire declares that all is well.
Among the nations, such kingdoms have come and gone, including that of
proud Ashurnasirpal II. According to the Scriptures, this is not so with the king-
dom of God (Ps. 2; Rev. 1:4; 4:1-11).

The body of Christ, like an embassy in foreign territory, exists to make
known the claims of God’s rule through Jesus Christ, not only by the preached
word, but also by the intentional design of the building where it meets and wor-
ships. As in the heavenly throne room, in the place of solemn assembly, the
truth of God’s kingdom is unchallenged; to enter that space is to be reaffirmed
in a truth regularly disputed outside. The place of solemn assembly anticipates
that city against which no threat will ever be effective (Rev. 21:22-24).

Unlike the other structures of cosmological architecture, however, this city
takes the fundamental distinction between the space within and the space with-
out to another level.

On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The
glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it. Nothing impure will
ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but
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34 Arie C. Leder, “Christian Worship in Consecrated Space and Time,” Calvin Theological Journal
32.2 (1997): 266.



only those whose names are in the Lamb’s book of life. (Rev. 21:25-27; cf.
22:14-15)

Up until the time of this city, the secured space that anticipates it—the place of
solemn assembly of God’s people—is open to any and all, both believers and
unbelievers. Nevertheless, as with the throne room, unbelievers who enter
should be confronted narratively, in proclamation, liturgy, and architectural
design, with the inescapable reality of the kingdom of God, including the fun-
damental distinction of being on the inside or outside. This truth of God’s vic-
tory over sin is fundamental to God’s rule in every age, and thus should also be
an essential element of the architecture of Christian worship space, however
that gets expressed from age to age.

In summary, if the purpose of the space for solemn assembly is to remind
God’s people of what is fundamentally true about themselves, the world, and its
inhabitants, all in relation to the rule of God and his Christ in heaven, and if
entry into that cosmological space is not unlike a royal audience, then the
architectural shaping and organization (liturgical furniture, kneeling benches
[it is a throne room!], windows, murals, doors and their hardware) of that
space should express that fundamental reality of God’s kingdom and kingship
and so undergird the liturgy as it guides the worship of God’s people.

The Walls and Entrances of Christian Worship Space

Our brief review of Ashurnasirpal II’s throne room pointed to the impor-
tance of walls and entrances. This is no less true of the tabernacle, temple, and
indeed, church architecture in general. Walls create the necessary separation
between the inner and outer realms, and doors the transition between the two
spaces. In this part of the article, we will briefly address the function of walls and
doors of Christian worship space.

Walls are not merely weight-bearing structures: they create a unique space
that separates worship from everyday common space. They allow for a unique
ordering of that space to reflect its underlying organizing principle, in our case,
the presence of God in his throne room. Doors are not merely holes in the wall
to facilitate entry but transitions from the common, defiled space35 to royal
space, the space consecrated to Christian worship.36 Because “the temple is a
sphere of highly intensified life and blessing,” the ancient kings “often guarded
the temple entrance in the alternate form of a human-headed lion.”37 Entrance
of alien elements would profane the consecrated space. Similar features are
characteristic of the Old Testament temple: The gates were for the righteous to
enter (Ps. 118:20; Pss. 15, 24; and Rev. 21:25-27). Thus, when Israel defiled the
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35 Leder, “Christian Worship in Consecrated Space and Time,” 255.

36 Christian worship space is not holy as were the tabernacle and temple spaces. On this see my
“Christian Worship in Consecrated Space and Time,” 263-69.

37 Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, 123.



temple, the divine glory left (Ezek. 8-10).38 From the magnificent cathedrals of
Chartres and Rheims to humble country churches,39 traditional church archi-
tecture has taken note of walls and entrances, as a cursory examination of eccle-
siastical architecture will disclose.

That entrances are crucial transitional elements and walls fundamental nar-
rative elements, both with clear implications for architectural design, has also
been recognized.40 But the storied doorways of the cathedrals of old have few,
if any, parallels in contemporary Protestant architecture; the tendency is
toward pragmatic, even businesslike, entrances. Indeed, it is difficult to distin-
guish some contemporary church buildings, their entrances, and walls, from
the corporate headquarters of a global business enterprise. With respect to
entrances, Richard Giles echoes a not uncommon sentiment:

In this post-Christian era it is embarrassing enough for anyone to be seen
going into a church, let alone to be spotted acting suspiciously in a church-
yard, trying every door in turn before gaining entry. Difficult though it is for
us within the Church to understand, for those outside, our ecclesiastical
world remains alien territory requiring considerable effort and courage to
penetrate. Our task as Christians with a welcome to give and a story to tell, is to
remove one by one every obstacle which might just conceivably deter anyone from tak-
ing a closer look at who we are and what we are doing.41

In stark contrast to this attempt at neutrality is the entrance to a prize-winning
design for a twenty-first century church building.42 Part of a horizontal axis
based on the old-world elements of the cosmos—water, light, earth, and fire—
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38 This explains the exile from the “consecrated” Promised Land. See also 2 Kings 21:1-18,
which condemns King Manasseh for defiling the temple by introducing into it symbols of the pop-
ular religion, the Baals and Asherahs.

39 A cursory examination of church buildings, even the humblest, will show entries that reflect
either a Gothic or Roman style. They are recognizably “church” doors. See, throughout, Kim
Ondaatje, Small Churches of Canada (Toronto: Lester & Orpen Denny, 1982). Contemporary forms
of such ancient doors can be seen at the Cathedral of the Resurrection (Evry, France) and the
Metropolitan Cathedral of Managua (Nicaragua), in Edwin Heathcote and Iona Spens, Church
Builders (Chicester, England: Academy Editions, 1997), 138, 170. 

40 On storied doorways, see Émile Mâle, Religious Art from the Twelfth to the Eighteenth Century
(New York: Noonday Press, 1961), 50-51. On the “gate of heaven” motif and Gothic portals, see
Otto von Simson, The Gothic Cathedral: Origins of Gothic Architecture and the Medieval Concept of Order.
Bollingen Series 48 (New York: The Bollingen Foundation, 1962), 109-10, 113-15. On the use of
narrative for mural decoration, see Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “Introduction: The Place of
Narrative,” in her The Place of Narrative. Mural Decoration in Italian Churches, 431-1600 (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1990), 1-12; and Richard Brilliant, “Introduction: Sight Reading,” in his
Visual Narrative: Storytelling in Etruscan and Roman Art (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1984), 15-52.

41 Richard Giles, Re-Pitching the Tent: Reordering the Church Building for Worship and Mission, rev.
and expanded ed. (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2000), 155-56 (Emphasis added). Mahler
[“The New Soul of the New Exurb,” 33] quotes Lee McFarland, pastor of Radiant Church in
Surprise, Arizona: “We want the church to look like a mall. We want you to come in here and say, 



the entry guides the worshiper from the outside and along the baptismal font,
into the liturgical space through pillars that, together with others that form the
wall, evokes the Stonehenge. According to this shape, the worshiper passes
from the common space of the everyday world into a worship space that plays
on the contemporary interest in ancient, neopagan religions, combined with
elements from Christian liturgy.

Transitions into Worship Space: Doors 

Commenting on the entrance to the church at St. Denis, Steven J. Schloeder
writes that it was understood

as an entrance through the gate of heaven. It is also a gateway through which
men’s minds are brought to the truth of the gospel. So it was that Abbot
Suger modeled the whole façade of Saint-Denis on the gates of a Roman
city. Suger continued this theme through the statuary at the entrance, which
addressed the theme of the Last Judgment Finally, the symbolism of enter-
ing heaven was driven home by an inscription that encouraged the visitor to
“marvel not at the gold an expense” of the doors, but to realize that the
doors, “being nobly bright, should brighten the mind, so that they may
travel through the true light to the True Light, where Christ is the door”.43

Of the narratives depicted above portals Émile Mâle writes: “The eye is
drawn to them first of all. They invite meditation. They raise the Christian out
of his wretched daily cares and prepare him for entrance into the sanctuary.”44

The inside-outside motif is clear: moving into the church building means a
movement into a desired and away from the undesired and undesirable day-to-
day reality. The portal’s purpose: entry, transition; its meaning: movement away
from the daily world into the presence of God, from disorder into order.45 The
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‘Dude, where’s the cinema?’” Megachurch mall-architecture is, of course, not neutral but an inten-
tional design that responds to perceived cultural pressure points. This is true of church architec-
ture throughout history. See, for example, Georges Duby, The Age of Cathedral. Art and Society,
980-1420, trans. Eleanor Levieux and Barbara Thompson (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1981),
9, 95, 193, where he introduces the architecture of the age as responding to the art that character-
ized it: The sacrificial sought to appease the wrath of God (the monastery), liturgical art (the cathe-
drals), and the ars nova of the fourteenth century when “creativity turned into the pursuit of fancy,
to introduce worldly joys into sacred chant” (the palace).

42 Paul Post, ed., Een Ander Huis: Kerkarchitectuur na 2000. Liturgie in perspectief 7 (Baarn, The
Netherland: Gooi en Sticht, 1997), 67-71. The contest for a twenty-first century design was spon-
sored by the Roman Catholic diocese of Rotterdam.

43 Schloeder, Architecture in Communion, 204. Hugh of St. Victor, understood the doors to repre-
sent Christ, according to Schloeder, Architecture in Communion, 191. The ancient Near East offers
numerous examples of gates being identified pars pro toto with the reality depicted by the entire
building, palace or temple, and also guarded against the entry of enemies, Keel, The Symbolism of
the Biblical World, 120.

44 Mâle, Religious Art from the Twelfth to the Eighteenth Century, 50.



door anticipates and is the deposit of a greater promise inside that in turn is the
deposit of greater things to come.46 Whether the daily reality is that of the
Middle Ages, the horrors of the twentieth century, or the uncertainties of the
twenty-first century, Christians desire none of these; their hope is that “thy king-
dom come,” or “Come, quickly, Lord Jesus.” Entry through well-designed por-
tals anticipates and centers the worship experience and aids in the appropriate
separation from the daily reality so laden with sin. 

How do we connect with this tradition of well-thought-out entrances into the
worship space?47 Because we enter the church of Jesus Christ, that is the mysti-
cal body of Christ, by participation in his death through baptism (Rom. 6:3-4),
the symbols appropriate to baptism could be incorporated into the design for
the entrance into the worship area.48 Storied doors—of the Lord’s Supper,
parable of the sheep and goats or the sower, a creation motif, the River of
Life—should not be dismissed out of hand, neither on the entrance nor the
exit side. Detail such as handles and door knobs, even hinges, can be incorpo-
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45 On the difference between purpose and meaning: 

Church architecture embraces a number of purposes, which are the products of the various
actions of the Christian cult. The overall purpose of a church is to serve the whole cult, but its
meaning lies in religious devotion. The meaning embraces the whole gamut of religious ideas
and feelings-contemplation, repentance, and the resolution not to sin anymore, consolation
and hope. The meaning of a church lies in belief, and the differentiation between all the activ-
ities of the cult splits this meaning into a variety of functions [Thus] the purpose of the pulpit
is that sermons shall be preached from it. The sermon, too, has a purpose; it is intended to
instruct, to edify, and to confirm belief, but its meaning lies in what is preached. to understand
the meaning of a pulpit, it is sufficient to recognize its purpose, but to understand the mean-
ing of a sermon, it is not enough to understand that its purpose is to edify: one must actually
understand what is said by the preacher. Purpose is a limited case within the wider concept of
meaning. 

Paul Frankl, Gothic Architecture, rev. Paul Crossley, Pelican History of Art (New Haven: Yale
University, 2002), 269.

46 “who [i.e., the Holy Spirit] is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of
those who are God’s possession-to the praise of his glory.” (Eph. 1:14).

47 Lack of space forbids discussion of the main entrance into the church building as a whole,
which usually opens into the narthex. “The narthex is, for the Fathers, a symbol of the unredeemed
world. It is analogous to the Court of the Gentiles in the temple of Jerusalem. The narthex is not
the sacramental part of the church, but neither is it completely outside the church. Hence, it is a
place for those who are either catechumens and not yet part of the Church or the penitents and
unreconciled who are not admitted to the eucharistic mysteries.” Schloeder, Architecture in
Communion, 55. Today this is often called gathering space. From the point of view of the church
building as cosmological architecture and the views of the Fathers, this space is not, and therefore
entry into it should not be, neutral.

48 Contemporary Roman Catholic church architecture has worshipers passing by a baptismal
area before entering the main worship area; thus regularly reminding the congregants of their
identity and implied task. See Donald J. Bruggink and Carl H. Droppers, When Faith Takes Form:
Contemporary Churches of Architectural Integrity in America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 38 (St.
Jude, Grand Rapids, Michigan), 47 and 53 (St. Francis de Sales, Muskegon, Michigan). For a simi-
lar entrance see also Faith Lutheran Church (Clive, Iowa) in Michael J. Crosbie, Architecture for the 



rated into an artistic scheme.49 Revelation 21:25-27 illustrates the crucial func-
tion of gates. Although they are constantly open, only the clean may enter; the
unclean are outside. Gates and walls together form a decisive separation
between the clean and unclean. 

Perhaps the main entrance into the church building does not need to signal
the radically different reality proclaimed by the gospel, for through it atten-
dants enter the narthex, the traditional space of mixing, of transition. This
space itself could be characterized by murals and sculptures to give soft hints of
the greater reality.50 The door from the narthex into the worship space would
then symbolize the transition between the common space outside and the
unique space where Christians worship undisturbed in God’s presence. How-
ever, because that space anticipates the reality to come its meaning should not
be obscured architecturally nor artistically, neither for believing worshiper nor
for the “stranger that enters into His courts.” Ultimately, Jesus Christ is the gate:
He protects the sheep within from the thieves, wolves, and uncommitted hired
hands without (John 10:7-13). Through him we move from the outside, those
expelled from God’s presence, to the inside, into the new world where the Lord
reigns without opposition and where there is no threat (Rev. 21:3-4).

Surrounded by the Fundamental Narrative: Walls

If entrances function as instruments of transition between the common and
consecrated spaces, it is the walls that separate the reality about to be experi-
enced from the world of conflict and disorder. For example, in Ashurnasirpal’s
throne room, the narrative relief structure leads the eye to behold the king’s
view of the world. The reliefs placed the spectator, friend or foe, within life as
depicted by that narrative. Once inside the space walled off for Christian wor-
ship, what draws the worshiper’s eye, what shapes the vision of the attendant,
what should be there? 

In the Old Testament, the curtains of the tabernacle, and later the walls of
the temple, separated the holy areas from the world of common space. The
cherubim on these walls reminded all who entered of their identity. The artis-
tic enhancement of the walls visually remind and encourage proper servant
behavior in the presence of the Great King. Although the curtain separating
the Holy of Holies has been torn (Matt. 27:51), entrance into God’s presence
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Gods (New York: Watson-Guptill, 2000), 183. Baptism ritually signals the formal entrance into the
community of the King, and is therefore part of the royal panoply, especially in the light of its asso-
ciations with the cosmic events of the flood and the passing through the Sea.

49 Shape of a fish, cross, or some traditional ecclesiastical architectural feature. For a contem-
porary example, see Donald J. Bruggink and Carl H. Droppers, Christ and Architecture: Building
Presbyterian/Reformed Churches (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 225.

50 There are churches whose narthex is a multipurpose area with basketball nets affixed to oppo-
site walls. From this transitional space, one passes through the main entrance into the worship space.



is still not indiscriminate but is only through the blood of Jesus Christ and the
power of the Holy Spirit (Heb. 10:19-25). That reality could and should
impinge itself on the worshipers artistically. In a Japanese church designed by
Tadao Ando, for example, the bare concrete wall behind the pulpit is punc-
tured by a window in the form of a cross. Through this cross, light enters the
darkness of the worship area and flows over the pulpit, thereby uniting light
and Word and illuminating the congregation gathered within these walls.51

Well-designed stained-glass windows and murals of crucial biblical narratives—
heroes of the faith as depicted in Hebrews 11—or religious texts enhance the
worship experience and proclaim the abiding truth.52 Objectively, the walls sur-
round the worshipers and embrace them in the depicted reality subsequently
supported by the liturgy. Subjectively, the narratives and murals evoke reflec-
tion. With color and plays on light and darkness, the windows create meditative
moods subsequently enlightened by the liturgy.

The Challenge: Imperial Space in an Antihierarchical Age

That walls and doors function as described above is one thing. Designing
them for a worship space evocative of a throne room as described in Scripture
is a challenge, and that for two reasons. First, culturally and ecclesiastically
Western Protestant Christianity is largely antihierarchical, a prejudicial envi-
ronment for a royal metaphor. The largely democratic West shuns transcen-
dent authority, preferring an enlightened autonomy whose center is a human
subjectivity by definition committed to excluding a God ab extra. Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Unity Temple53 expresses this at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury; extreme plain style megachurch architecture at the beginning of the
twenty-first. Symbolism of a divine empire, the kingdom of God, will not be
found in these worship spaces. Second, and related, the royal metaphor itself,
so deeply embedded in the biblical narrative, is rejected either as patriarchal-
istic or because it is a dead metaphor. Nevertheless, the language of the re-
ceived biblical text employs it to depict transcendence: Heaven rules over
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51 In Edwin Heathcote and Iona Spens, Church Builders (Chicester, England: Academy Editions
1997), 135-37.

52 The windows encircling the worship space of the Princeton Christian Reformed Church in
Grand Rapids, Michigan, are inscribed with the words of the Apostles’ Creed. This church’s wor-
ship is embraced by the fundamental Christian confession.

53 See Roger G. Kennedy, American Churches (New York: Stewart, Tabori & Chang, 1982), 32-33.
Wright, reflecting on this building said, “Was not the church steeple, pointing on high a mislead-
ing symbol perhaps? Was not the time come now to be more simple, to have more faith in man on
his earth and less anxiety concerning his Heaven, about which he could know nothing?” The light-
ing for the inside space was intended to “get a sense of a happy cloudless day into the room.”
Kennedy also quotes the then (1981) pastor of this temple: “the square plan reinforces our demo-
cratic understanding of ourselves. There are no seats of power or prestige, we look at each other as
well as at the pulpit.” 



earth, the earth must submit to heaven. Not only the incarnate Christ but also
the textually and metaphorically shaped word is a scandal (1 Cor. 1:23; Rom.
16:17).

Though real, these objections are but the contemporary expression of the
problem the church has faced throughout history: How will the church speak
in and to the world? What does the world say about the church’s speech in its
work, worship, and architecture? How much is the church itself influenced by
the pressures of its host culture to reshape the message for the sake of
respectability? 

Shaping Christian worship space faces two specific challenges. First, how can
the church of Christ proclaim with integrity the rule of God’s kingdom without
compromising its true sovereignty, one that requires humble submission to a
higher being. Rejecting or converting the metaphor into something more
acceptable is not an answer; it is only a refusal to accept a difficult responsibil-
ity, one accompanied by a willingness to rewrite the received canonical text, if
only its metaphors. The hierarchical relationship between God and his people
as Scripture describes it must not only be confessed and but also expressed with
integrity. This is our theological challenge at the beginning of the twenty-first
century. Second, how can we communicate that truth of God’s kingdom in
Christ through ecclesiastical architecture in an antihierarchical Western cul-
ture? How will good architecture and well-designed worship spaces enable
God’s people to move beyond the narrow self-interests in which we wallow six
days a week? What does it mean to come into a worship space that is symboli-
cally anorexic, powerless to take on the daily symbols and metaphors? Or worse,
one that allows for symbolic self-definition because there is no symbolic direc-
tion? Is that any better than Manasseh’s importation of the symbols of the pop-
ular religion into the temple (2 Kings 21:1-18)? Although ecclesiastically
aniconic, the plain style exhibited in many contemporary worship places is not
devoid of metaphor, they are those of the night club, the theater, and commu-
nications technology. 

The architectural challenge is enormous. What symbols are at the church’s
disposal? What role does culture play in defining these symbols? Are artistic
expressions from the past only useless? That is a task for architects informed by
the history of ecclesiastical architecture rooted in a biblical and theological
understanding of the church’s meeting in the presence of God for worship.
Architects should not be left on their own, however; they serve the church’s the-
ological understanding. It is, therefore, the church’s responsibility clearly to
communicate and insist upon the theological integrity of the architectural and
symbolic design of its worship space, especially of the walls surrounding and the
entrances leading into it. Defining the symbolism that would communicate
Christ’s rule with integrity at the beginning of the twenty-first century is the
subject of another study.
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Concluding Comments

While it is true that the church can meet for worship in school auditoriums,
tents, or theaters, it generally does not. Church buildings and organized wor-
ship space happens, eventually, even to those most dedicated to avoiding them.
Renting or building meeting space, however, does not alter the church’s fun-
damental identity—a unique people among whom the Great King dwells; nei-
ther the theology of God’s presence, nor its imperial character are inescapable.
Thus, wherever God’s people meet for worship, they should acknowledge in
liturgical and architectural terms that they do so in “his presence.” 

Does this mean that the metaphor of divine rule from a throne room we
know as the body of Christ should control church architecture and the organi-
zation of its worship space? The church is who she is. We should confess it,
express it in word and architectural deed, and thus challenge the metaphors
that dispute the rule of the Great King and of his Christ (Ps. 2:2, 7-12).
Gathered around the throne of the Almighty, Christians worship in imperial
space, a space seen by Isaiah (6:3) and depicted as present reality in Revelation
4. Of that undisputed space and liturgy, ours can be but a pale, though neces-
sary, imitation.
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