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the parish centre in podersdorf  
 
l i turgy and language 
 
the l i turgy is  a complex mediator ia l  system that cons is ts of  ac t ions, gestures, s igns,  
symbols,  images . . .  th ings .  l i turgy is  a language that speaks to us  of  the d iv in ity;  i t  
a l lows us l ive our re l ig ious exper ience and,  put  in  concrete terms, is  the l ink ing e lement 
between heaven and earth.  
the language of  space is part  of  the sacred language. the sacred-rel ig ious event takes 
p lace in space. the language of  the archi tecture models the sacred space. the language 
of  archi tecture's task in the formation of  sacred space is to develop spir i tual i t y among 
those attending the re l ig ious service,  to  a l low them exper ience in t imat ions of  the 
supernatura l by the use of  spat ia l  components and to br ing them closer to god in  
harmony wi th themselves.   
what  k ind of  concept of  sacred space can provide a bas is for  th is k ind of  architecture? 
us ing what k ind of  spat ia l  ideas can des igners respond to a contemporary concept of  a 
"sacred space"? 
the post-conc i l iar  reforms in the roman cathol ic  church devoted "new" attent ion to sacred 
space. in order to prevent the place  of  worship i tse lf  being excess ively sanct i f ied i t  
moved the re lat ionship between the celebrant  and the fai thfu l more emphat ical ly in to the 
centre of  the l i turgy. i t  thus gave the a ltar  back i ts  or ig inal meaning that re lates to the 
shared last  supper and the d iv ine sacr i f ice.  
subsequent ly,  atopical so lut ions to chr ist ian worship were favoured that led to the 
bui ld ing of  so-cal led "sacred garages". th is is  how father david mar ia turo ldo descr ibed 
the major i t y of  church bui ld ings erected af ter  the second vat ican counc i l .  
church and l i turgy are, however , c losely re lated to the physical p lace, they are "on s i te" 
in order to  br ing people at a spec if ic  p lace c loser  to the path and the l ight and, at the 
same t ime, to form a spec if ic  sacred p lace. the revelat ion of  the sacred p lace is an 
ex istent ia l  va lue for  people, the p lace "unvei ls " i tse lf  to them when they can or ient  
themselves wi th in i t .  
.   
th is or ientat ion is  the "meaning" that leads us f rom one point  to another  in  a landscape,  
f rom a street to a square in a c i ty and, in our inner being, f rom the darkness to the l ight ,  
f rom the profane to the sacred. the or ientat ion is  a wor ld of  th ings  in which objec ts  
forms, vo lumes, surfaces, spaces, mater ia ls and symbols enter into re lat ionships with 
each other to guide us. a wor ld of  th ings  that present themselves to us in terms of  their 
character ,  the ir  menta l i t y and their  ident i t y and as a whole provide the meaning for  our  
ident i f icat ion wi th a p lace and our sense of  belonging to i t .   
sacred architecture achieves an ident i t y when i t  does not merely represent the aesthet ic 
va lue of  the sacred representat ion but constructs a concrete p lace in which the 
community can or ient  i tse lf  towards god. " a bui ld ing, a greek temple leaves every th ing 
open, i t  is  s imply there on a rocky s lope. the bui ld ing conceals the image of i ts  div in ity  
and in th is ac t of conceal ing unvei ls  i t ,  as i t  d isp lays the image inside i ts  sacred shel l  
that  is  reached by travers ing the open port ico. the god is present  in the temple by means 
of  the temple.. . . . . . . . . “  1 
 
urban integration 
 
the par ish centre is  concrete ly woven into an ex ist ing urban mesh that is  character ised 
by uniform axia l d irect ions, uniform blocks and bui ld ings arranged beside each other  
facing in  the same direct ion.  
the church takes up the symbol of  an obsess ive hor izonta l or ientat ion that character ises 
the bui ld ing s truc ture of  podersdorf  and, through the s impl ic i t y wi th which i t  adapts  to 
the p la in archi tectura l and s tructural  character ist ics of  the exist ing development;  i t  



almost becomes a provocat ion in terms of  construct ing a re l ig ious bui ld ing. through i ts  
or ientat ion the new church connects and completes the urban mesh. i t  expresses a 
readiness to depict an architectura l path that leads f rom the darkness of  the human 
condit ion by creat ing an order in the urban s tructure. "…for where two or three are 
gathered in my name, there am i in the midst  of them… 2 
 
orientat ion and direction 
 
the house of  god in tegrates i tse lf  in  the b lock out  of  which the mother church r ises. th is  
o ld church is la id out ent ire ly according to the l i turg ical ru les  of  sacred-geographic 
or ientat ion and forms a complete contrast to the p lanned urban s tructure of  i ts  
surroundings. i t  is  a spec ia l e lement in the otherwise homogeneous tex ture of  the 
development of  podersdorf .  in the context  of  the ex ist ing ax ia l i t y of  the urban context the 
o ld church is "swivel led" in  p lan, which means that i t  becomes a chal lenging symbol of  a 
modern spir i t ,  a deconstruc t ive e lement amidst an otherwise consol idated urban context.  
i t  is  there, at th is point,  in th is "strangely angled" way to show passers-by the way to the 
sacred and to invite them to enter the a lmost level  forecour t that extends wi th in the 
b lock connect ing the new and the o ld churches wi th the street and the town. the par ish  
centre takes on the task of  balancing the d if ferences between the urban order and the 
ru les  of  the l i turgy.  i t  is  incorporated in a way that s tr ic t ly a l igns i t  wi th the ex ist ing  
urban mesh. by means of  the contrast between the or ientat ion of  the two churches, one 
anc ient ,  one new, a new coherent complex is  created.  
the architec tura l exper ience of  the sacred is not,  as is  so of ten the case, produced here 
by means of  "unusual" bui lding forms but by means of  an "except ional" so lut ion of  the 
chosen form of  urban express ion.  
the volumes of  the bui ld ings develop f rom a hor izonta l  composi t ion der ived f rom the 
hor izonta l components of  the urban context ,  a hor izonta l  that,  in the language of  
re l ig ious architecture,  of ten descr ibes man's path on earth to attending the sacred r i te .  
as a resul t  of  the contrast the force of  the hor izonta l s trengthens the ver t ica l s tr iv ing of  
the mother church towards the heavens and even accentuates the o ld church's  
ind iv idual,  swivel led pos i t ion. i t  modulates the bui ld ing volumes of  the projec t that,  
together wi th the ex is t ing urban and archi tectural e lements on s ite ,  def ine a path that  
leads f rom the s treet to the sacred centre of  the town.   
 
the par ish centre in pr incip le exc ludes the arb itrary use of  a banal archi tec tura l language 
or ef fusive ly symbolic  or  imper ious forms. on the contrary i t  suggests a solut ion that  
seeks the sacred using elements that are most c losely l inked wi th the real profane 
foundat ion of  the p lace,  i .e.  the structure of  the town and i ts  development inc luding the 
typ ical bui ld ing mater ia ls used there. in terms of  composit ion the solut ion is  based on 
the representat ion of  the sacred wi th the help of  "wor ldly"  forms developed f rom the 
ex ist ing urban and human pool  of  e lements that  are the actual memory for  the bui ld ing of  
re l ig ious forms in the present  day.   
 
identity 
 
churches are of ten bui l t  as monuments and of ten in an i l l -proport ioned re lat ionship to 
the scale of  the surrounding development.  
in podersdorf  the a im is to g ive the sacred p lace an ident i ty by interpret ing the 
morphological  character is t ics  of  the town in such a way that  the urban centre is  
reconf igured and a spir i tua l centre is  created. 
:  “ . . .  i t  is  not a temple for  you, i f  i t  is  not directed towards the centre: every temple star ts  
from the centre.. .“  3  
the meaning of  the sacred in archi tecture is  sought  by an informed handl ing of  pure 
geometr ic forms that  p lay with l ight and shadow and by real is ing the idea of  a shel l  that ,  
through the emphat ica l ly epidermal character of  i ts  surfaces,  more s trongly determines 
the bui ld ing volume than the mere extent of  the volumes themselves.  



the archi tec ts have here created a house of  god, fu l ly consc ious that th is p lace should 
at trac t,  accommodate,  unify and enclose the community.   
the typological so lut ion selec ted contr ibutes to achieving th is sacred ident i t y.  
 
 
the church as an "aula",  a solut ion that reinterprets the archetype of  a l l  churches and 
that appl ies the idea of  the or ig inal sacred space, which is able to convey anew the 
archaic percept ion of  the meaning of  re l ig ion.  
the par ish centre is  one s tage on a path l ined by a number of  modern examples that  
have begun to ref lect  on the tradi t ion of  the o ld sacred archi tecture and that re late to 
archaic models. such models are capable of  conveying an or ig inal  sp ir i tua l s implic i t y by 
means of  sacred space des igned as a place  of  gather ing, as  a sur rounding enclosure, as 
an "aula"  or  as a centra l space in  the ear ly chr ist ian sense which, la ter  g iven a s l ight  
or ientat ion,  forms the or ig in of  the judaic-chr ist ian house of  god.  
the architecture of  the church pursues these ideas d irect ly and forms a s imple hal l  a 
foursquare pr ism ins ide which the community comes together in a "holy c irc le " 4 that  
opens towards the a ltar  in  order to  leave the d irec t ion of  the l i turg ica l path f ree.  
.  
 
architectural composit ion 
 
i t  is  not a sol id wal l  that separates the church f rom the two streets, the square and the 
garden, but a semi- transparent structure that is  made of  a metal f rame and g leaming 
g lass panels that symbol ica l ly represents enc losure. th is enc losure is  a surface, a sk in 
that  a l lows one feel the breath of  god through the excerpts f rom sacred scr ip ture pr in ted 
on the panes and, in a k ind of  "osmot ic" process, a l lows the members of  the community 
to d if fuse f rom outs ide into the in ter ior .  the enc losure is  a l imi t  that must be crossed, "a 
between" in heidegger 's sense, which descr ibes th ings that are both separate and uni ted 
and in which "the true takes p lace", the sacred that is  formed at the moment in which two 
th ings meet ,  the church and the town, the sacred and the profane.  
“a boundary is  not a l imit  at  which something ceases, but ,  as the anc ient greeks knew, a 
l imi t  at  which a new awareness ar ises . “  5 
la id out at r ight angles across the s ite and extending to the boundary to the neighbour ing 
s ite ,  the ent ire re l ig ious complex becomes a "between" that is  formed between the 
streets  at e ither s ide, the square and the garden, whi le at  the same t ime forming a new 
centre.  
in the in ter ior  of  the enc losure the complex is  broken up in to the church and the par ish 
hal l ,  which are separated f rom each other  by the atr ium. the two volumes in pure whi te  
take up the pur i ty of  the wal ls of  the mother church thus establ ish ing a connect ion to 
local symbols and mater ia ls .  an architectura l  in terp lay ar ises in the l inear combinat ion of  
the o ld church, the p lace and the new church as a t imeless cont inuum, as an inf in i ty tha t  
is  intended to express the wish to ascend into heaven.  
the metal gr id surrounds the bui ld ings, i t  over lays them and,  through i ts  l ight and 
geometry, i t  d issolves the architectura l surface. in th is way the car tesian three-
d imens ional i t y is  overcome, by means of  a "cubis t " play of  d if ferent p lanes the church 
enters into the fourth d imens ion between space and t ime. 
t imeless, ascet ic monochrome, the sacred exper ience of  space explored through t ime: 
the necess i ty of  the converse,  becoming consc iousness of  the supernatura l through the  
exper ience of  mater ia ls.  the ent ire morphology of  th is architec tura l  language results f rom 
approaching the sacred through the use of  mater ia l .   
on two s ides of  the church the wal ls are detached f rom the f loor  by a long inc is ion. l ight  
streams ins ide through th is s l i t  mak ing the vert ica l surfaces appear to l i f t  of f  f rom their  
base – despite the laws of  gravi ty.  
the f loor in the "aula" runs towards the c losed whi te wal l  that r ises behind the a ltar  and 
in a cont inuum it  fo lds and becomes i tse lf  a wal l  that reaches to the roof ,  showing the 
way to heaven. fur ther  inc is ions at the top and the s ides detach the central  wal l  f rom the 



roof  and f rom the ver t ical e lements bes ide i t .  the l ight enter ing through the s l i ts  reveals  
i ts  naked surface re l ieved only by the image of  chr is t .  
the game of  demater ia l isat ion of  the bui ld ing mass and the d issolut ion of  the volume wi th 
the help of  l ight and shade creates the impress ion of  undis turbed, f ree and st i l l  space, 
the threshold to the sacred: “ . . . th is is  not empt iness; th is is  st i l lness. and in st i l lness is 
god.. .“  6 
the inter ior  of  the church fo l lows the theor ies of  rudolf  schwarz:  archi tec tura l  s impl ic i ty 
is  l inked with a composit ion of  surfaces that are kept p la in wi thout any sculpt ing and are 
g iven f ine l ight inc is ions a long the l ines where the d if ferent p lanes meet .  they a l low us 
exper ience the d imensions of  the space and adapt the emptiness of  the inter ior  to the 
pr ism of  the bui ld ing volume.  an empt iness in which we can perceive that which f i l ls up 
everyth ing, a st i l lness that al lows us hear the word and a pure white that a l lows us see 
the l ight.  
is  this  the suggest ion of  a l i turgy wi thout  architecture? 
no. i t  is  the "pure" space that wishes to present i ts  sacred nature by means of  a 
reduct ion of  architectura l  symbols that tends towards an ascet ic minimal ism. i t  is  an 
archi tec tura l response in the spir i t  of  char i ty,  which the community is  ca l led upon to 
exerc ise, to involve themselves and to part ic ipate in the re l ig ious exper ience according 
to the pr inc ip les of  the post-conc i l iar  church. here the sacred is not made manifest  
through r ichness of  ornament that d is tracts  f rom the feel ing of  being in the midst of  a 
community,  instead the church is s imply a gather ing space that accommodates the  
members and enc loses them and g ives the community the oppor tuni ty to par t ic ipate 
wi thout  restr ic t ions,  without the crushing constra ints of  imper ious forms, under  the sole  
impress ion of  the " . . .energy of being accepted and the exper ience of being one 
together . . . "  7 
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