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While there is no doubt that there have been some extraordinary achievements in non-religious architecture in the last forty years, attempts to create buildings for worship have been only partially successful.  The thesis of this book is that none have worked well and that consequently most are now empty, and this judgement appears to be based on some highly restrictive criteria which considerably hamper the author’s argument.  The book is not an impartial scholarly discussion, but descends into a somewhat intemperate condemnation of all things liturgical since the Second Vatican Council.

While portraying a very particular brand of Roman Catholicism which is quite prevalent today, Doorly seeks out churches which she thinks correspond to her own ideas of beauty and transcendence, and unfortunately finds that churches which were once “beautiful” have been re-ordered in such a way as to no longer be fitting.  In addition, she explores new churches which have been constructed according to “modernist” principles, all of which fail to please.

Anything modern is automatically bad, or at the very least, relativistic (used as a synonym for atheistic).  The author is similarly wanting in nuance when it comes to theological, and even, surprisingly, architectural matters.  Churches are used to illustrate her superficial critique of the modern liturgy, and the written sources, what few they are, are clearly so one-sided that it is hard to take the arguments offered seriously.

Church architects are expected to incorporate current church teaching (such as Sacrosanctum Concilium, the General Instruction of the Roman Missal¸ significantly updated in 2003, and recent documents on art and architecture) into their designs. Doorly appears not to consider these insights, particularly the emphasis on “full, conscious and active participation”, but also that the Eucharist is both a sacrifice and a meal, and that there are four modes of Christ’s presence in the celebration of Eucharist, one of which is the assembly, as being pertinent to her judgments.  The main criteria for her are reverence, the orientation of the priest, and a sort of neo-Gothic antiquarianism.  Thus the church was wrong to place greater emphasis on a balance between Word and Altar, and to recommend the design and reordering of sanctuaries so that Mass could be celebrated facing the people.

Doorly argues that the orientation of the priest, facing east, is crucial in maintaining a proper sense of transcendence, and that references in the GIRM to altars being positioned in such a way that the priest may face the people (such as the quite explicit instruction at nr. 299 and at nr. 8 of the Rite of the Dedication of a Church and an Altar of 1984) are hardly important enough to justify the “destruction” of sanctuaries and the creation of “people-centred” spaces.  

Doorly then condemns the liturgical periti of the Second Vatican Council, the reforms of Paul VI, and the official documents produced by local bishops conferences on church architecture (as requested by the Vatican) ever since. She also relies on a mistranslation, presently much in vogue, of participatio actuosa as “actual participation”, which would allow her to present the experience of the transcendent as the primary criterion for effective worship.  All of the buildings which follow the modern guidelines are to be regarded as examples of the “relativist” misreadings of the documents of Vatican II.  

In the shortest but most interesting section of the book, the author makes a virtual tour of both reordered and new church buildings, but does not seem to have experienced an actual liturgy in a single one, in fact, she seems to have deliberately avoided this.  Some of the reordering, done in the 1970s, was clearly disastrous. However, the results of what took place at Burnham Hill and at the cathedral in Milwaukee seem more to me to be a contrast between a poor reordering and a highly successful one.  Clifton Cathedral receives unfair criticism (“concrete brutalism”).  This building works remarkably well as a ritual space.  What it still needs is a more imaginative use of colour.  Her critique of Our Lady of the Angels in Los Angeles relies heavily on the opinion of Michael Rose, and she fails to point out the effectiveness, for example, of the large tapestries of saints, which have been hailed as a triumph by many who see them (the tapestry of John the Baptist is particularly evocative). 

Structurally, the book also has problems. The tour of churches seems to be haphazardly dropped into the middle of another book, condemning the Enlightenment, Modernism and relativism.  Doorly concludes that we have to “re-sacralize” our church buildings, and restore the hierarchy of spaces that was such a feature of older churches.  While it is clear that there have been some regrettable mis-steps in church building since Vatican II, the critical eye could justifiably point to more ancient buildings, and their contents, as just as problematic.  Generally, it is not clear that the author argues her case, either conclusively or fairly. 
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