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altars.  They are carried back triumphantly to the church while the people 

bear candles and sing hymns and antiphons to their honor.  Each reliquary 

arrives at its altar and is buried in the sepulcher with blessed cement. 

The bishop now returns to the interior walls.  With the holy chrism, he 

anoints the walls at each of the twelve candles, meanwhile saying, òMay this 

temple be sanctified and consecrated in the name of the Father, and of the 

Son, and of the Holy Ghost, to the honor of God and to the memory of Saint 

N.ó  This anointing with its accompanying prayer constitutes the essence of 

the consecration of the church.  It is, according to Guéranger, a figure of con-

firmation.  The building is now a church properly so called, its complete initi-

ation waits only on the chrismation of the altar and the Holy Sacrifice of the 

Mass. 

At the altar the bishop again traces the five crosses, this time using holy 

chrism in place of Gregorian water.  These five crosses recall the five wounds 

of Christ, from which all the fruits of the altar flow.  The corners of the altar 

are also anointed where they meet the mensa.  Finally, the bishop lays on the 

crosses grains of incense and wax, which he enflames as a foreshadowing of 

the true Sacrifice to come.  As they burn, those present sing the Come, Holy 

Ghost.  A prayer is sung which concludes the consecration of the altar; it is 

now sanctified, a symbol of Christ, ready to bear that Sacrifice in which Christ 

serves at once as priest, altar, and oblation.  Altar cloths, candles, and other 

ornamentation are brought in.  What follows is the end towards which all has 

been ordered: the church has been consecrated in order to consecrate.  Tak-

ing bread and wine, the bishop pronounces those words which call Our Lord 

to descend from heaven and pitch His tent once again amongst men.  The 

building has assumed its sacred dignity; it has become a dwelling for the di-

vinity.  The work of the consecration is finished. 
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T 
he solemn consecration of a church is that act by which God conde-

scends to accept as His own a dwelling made by human hands.  The 

building takes on a sacred character, forever divorced from common 

or profane use.  It becomes, as the Divine Office describes, a gate of heaven, 

a house of prayer, founded on solid rock, the court of the Lord, an eternal 

habitation, a fearful place, an unfathomable mystery.  The communion anti-

phon of the Mass for the Dedication of a Church teaches that prayers are 

here heard more propitiously: òMy house shall be called a house of prayer, 

saith the Lord: every one that asketh therein receiveth; and he that seeketh 

findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be opened.ó  The Pontificale 

Romanum, the ceremonial for bishops, adds that this will be a place in which 

the sick and lame will be healed, the infirm restored to strength, lepers 

cleansed, the blind enlightened, and demons put to flight.  The very stones, 

anointed by chrism, signify the New Jerusalem, the mystical Body of Christ, 

whose members are joined by the holy bonds of charity. 

The Pontificale distinguishes consecrations from blessings.  The former are 

elevated above the latter by greater solemnity, by the use of holy oils, by a 

more exalted ordinary minister (a bishop rather than a priest), and by the con-

ferral of a higher and permanent state.  There are only four consecrations, 

strictly speaking, of things: besides that of a church are those of a fixed altar, 

an altar-stone, and a chalice with its paten.  All are intimately related to that 

consecration which is spoken of without qualification, that is, the transubstan-

tiation of the elements of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Our 

Lord.  It might be said, then, that the Church reserves the greatest of her 

blessings for those things most immediately in contact with the Holy Sacrifice 

of the Mass. 

The ceremony is certainly one of the most impressive of all the sacred rites of 


