
 
 
 
 

Sacred Appointments 
Part IV – Paintings and Statuary in Modern Sanctuaries     
 
 

This last installment of Sacred Appointments could be a short one.  Simply put, there are virtually 
no paintings and not much in the way of statues in many modern churches.   Our sanctuary at 
Sacred Heart attests to this.  No paintings, and aside from the sculpture of the Risen Christ over 
the altar, there is only one statue. (Pause and look at Mary in the back corner. It’s a beautiful 
piece.   Fashioned out of a grainy, medium toned wood mass; she projects an earthy, 
approachable quality.  Features are none too feminine; her lips seem to reveal a confidence, a 
deep peace.  Comfortably pregnant, in sandals and simple clothes, I think she would not have 
wanted to be placed on that stone pedestal.  But I digress…).  So instead, let’s explore the history 
of sacred art in Christian worship spaces and examine modern sacred interiors with regard to 
their use, or lack of use. 
 
Art History 
From the earliest times, Christians created symbols, or icons, to help them recall, learn and focus 
on the stories of Christ and his followers.  These iconic images were expressed in paintings, 
carvings and statues.   
 
Early examples of Christian art came from the catacombs where Christians copied and modified 
the funerary art of the day as seen in roman pagan cemeteries and Jewish catacombs.  Christian 
catacombs were full of paintings and sarcophagi (stone coffins).  The latter were often adorned 
with vines and peacocks and bas-reliefs of Christ and the saints.   
 
By the 4th Century, Christians were building large basilicas and appointing them with large 
paintings and statues.  This use of sacred art was not a new step, but merely a rich expansion of 
the same symbols and images used in the catacomb.   It’s interesting to note that in much the 
same way that early Christian artists and artisans imitated and modified the funeral art of the day, 
so too did the early Christian church builders copy the vernacular of the roman basilica. 
 
Sacred art flourished in church interiors except during 2 periods.  The first was the Iconoclastic 
persecution period, which was actually 2 separate periods one late in the 8th Century and the 
other early in the 9th Century.    Supporters of this movement fought for the removal of all sacred 
imagery, arguing that worshipping such icons was a form of idolatry that was prohibited by the 
scriptures.  Promoters of sacred art countered that it wasn’t about adoring the icon, but rather 
what the icon stood for.  During the Reformation (1517-1648), churches were also stripped of 
paintings, statutes and traditional symbols.  
 
Modern Sanctuaries 
Why don’t we have paintings and statues in modern churches like in old churches? What has 
driven modern church design?  The Catholic Church has never mandated a particular 
architectural style.  Designs over time have typically followed the style of the day, which were 
often driven, not only by preconceptions of what a particular building type should look like 
(historical precedence), but also by available materials, labor and technologies.   Aside from a 
period of Revivalism (pre-1920) and Postmodernism (1980-1995), the style of architectural design 
that has overtly, if not subliminally, commanded the last century is known as Modernism.  This 
style is marked by asymmetry, a lack of ornamentation and an emphasis on volume rather than 



mass.   Perhaps most importantly this style discards historical precedents when deciding how a 
building should look, and instead goes by the mantra “form follows function”.  In its purest 
application, modernist structures and interiors have been labeled as ugly, inhuman, sterile and 
elitist.   
 
Many incorrectly believe that the application of Vatican Council II guidelines fostered the common 
modern church designs that lack ornamentation and statuary.  Section 124 of the Sacrosanctum 
Concilium 12/4/1963 states  “Ordinaries are to take care that in encouraging and favouring truly 
sacred art, they should seek for noble beauty rather than sumptuous display.”  And Section 
125: “The practice of placing sacred images in churches so that they be venerated by the faithful 
is to be maintained. Nevertheless their number should be moderate and their relative 
positions should reflect right order.”  These “guidelines” may have provided a useful club for 
designers to use on uninformed church building committees and liturgical consultants as they 
pushed their modernist agenda.  It is understandable how one could easily, but mistakenly, mate 
the “form follows function” mantra of modernist design theory with Vatican Council II’s ill-defined 
vision of sacred interior spaces. 
 
Sacred Heart’s Sanctuary 
Sacred Heart is a modern church, with some Postmodern touches (like the broken pediment over 
the sanctuary doors).  It smacks of many “modernist” features that often together conspire to 
provide sterile “white envelope” environments that are marked by uninviting lighting and a lack of 
ornamentation, texture and color.  One feature barely saves this interior – the stained glass 
behind the altar.  Unfortunately though, overall, I don’t think this interior enhances the vibrancy, 
warmth and depth of the liturgies we experience here.  Perhaps future interiors will strike a better 
balance between the “hands-off” approach of many Modernist spaces and the highly ornate 
Renaissance revivals of yesteryear.  Then, maybe paintings, sculpture and religious 
ornamentation will once again be celebrated. 
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