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Father, Pope Benedict XVI, 22 February 2007, articles 35 and 41 see document for notes|

Sacred Art

Beauty and the liturgy

The relationship between creed and worship is evidenced in a particular way by the rich
theological and liturgical category of beauty. Like the rest of Christian Revelation, the liturgy is
inherently linked to beauty: it is veritatis splendor. The liturgy is a radiant expression of the paschal
mystery, in which Christ draws us to himself and calls us to communion. As Saint Bonaventure
would say, in Jesus we contemplate beauty and splendor at their source. This is no mere aestheticism,
but the concrete way in which the truth of God's love in Christ encounters us, attracts us and
delights us, enabling us to emerge from ourselves and drawing us towards our true vocation, which is
love. God allows himself to be glimpsed first in creation, in the beauty and harmony of the cosmos
(cf. Wis 13:5; Rom 1:19- 20). In the Old Testament we see many signs of the grandeur of God's
power as he manifests his glory in his wondrous deeds among the Chosen People (cf. Ex 14; 16:10;
24:12-18; Num 14:20- 23). In the New Testament this epiphany of beauty reaches definitive
fulfillment in God's revelation in Jesus Christ: Christ is the full manifestation of the glory of God. In
the glorification of the Son, the Father's glory shines forth and is communicated (cf. J» 1:14; 8:54;
12:28; 17:1). Yet this beauty is not simply a harmony of proportion and form; "the fairest of the sons
of men" (Ps 45[44]:3) is also, mystetiously, the one "who had no form or comeliness that we should
look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him" (Is 53:2). Jesus Christ shows us how the truth
of love can transform even the dark mystery of death into the radiant light of the resurrection. Here
the splendor of God's glory surpasses all worldly beauty. The truest beauty is the love of God, who

definitively revealed himself to us in the paschal mystery.



The beauty of the liturgy is part of this mystery; it is a sublime expression of God's glory
and, in a certain sense, a glimpse of heaven on earth. The memorial of Jesus' redemptive sacrifice
contains something of that beauty which Peter, James and John beheld when the Master, making his
way to Jerusalem, was transfigured before their eyes (cf. Mg 9:2). Beauty, then, is not mere
decoration, but rather an essential element of the liturgical action, since it is an attribute of God
himself and his revelation. These considerations should make us realize the care which is needed, if

the liturgical action is to reflect its innate splendor.
Art at the service of the liturgy

The profound connection between beauty and the liturgy should make us attentive to every
work of art placed at the service of the celebration. Certainly an important element of sacred art is
church architecture, which should highlight the unity of the furnishings of the sanctuary, such as the
altar, the crucifix, the tabernacle, the ambo and the celebrant's chair. Here it is important to
remember that the purpose of sacred architecture is to offer the Church a fitting space for the
celebration of the mysteries of faith, especially the Eucharist. The very nature of a Christian church is
defined by the liturgy, which is an assembly of the faithful (ecwlesia) who are the living stones of the

Church (cf. 7 Pez 2:5).

This same principle holds true for sacred art in general, especially painting and sculpture,
where religious iconography should be directed to sacramental mystagogy. A solid knowledge of the
history of sacred art can be advantageous for those responsible for commissioning artists and
architects to create works of art for the liturgy. Consequently it is essential that the education of
seminarians and priests include the study of art history, with special reference to sacred buildings and
the corresponding liturgical norms. Everything related to the Eucharist should be marked by beauty.
Special respect and care must also be given to the vestments, the furnishings and the sacred vessels,
so that by their harmonious and orderly arrangement they will foster awe for the mystery of God,

manifest the unity of the faith and strengthen devotion.

Reflection Questions:

1. What connections do you make between the beauty that describes God in heaven
and the beauty that should surround the celebration of the Sacred Liturgy?

2. How does my participation in the Sacred Liturgy contribute to its dimension of
beauty?



3. What effect does the beauty of the art and architecture of the church have on the

overall celebration of the Sacred Liturgy?

Prayer:

Almighty God,

our hope and our strength,
without you we falter.

Help us to follow Christ

and to live according to your will.

We ask this through our Lord
Jesus Christ, you Son,

who lives and reigns with you
and the Holy Spirit

one God, for ever and ever. Amen.



