
 

 

PASTORAL LETTER ON THE SANCTUARY & CHAPEL 

 

Dear parishioners of St. Mark Catholic Church, 

 

As your new pastor, I write this letter understanding that we all have had much change over the last 4 years. 

Together, we witnessed the turbulence of a global pandemic and the restrictions on worship that this caused. 

Many of us saw health situations that caused us to see afresh what is most important in our life. Some of us 

even lost loved ones that we hold so dear. We witnessed a large number of people fall away from the faith and 

we now pray for their return. We continue to find ourselves in uncertainty with a lot of the events happening 

throughout the world. 

 

In all of these, we turn to the Church and we seek refuge in the constancy of our faith. We need to know that 

God is near to us and that Jesus loves us. We go to the Blessed Sacrament knowing that Jesus is present and we 

run to the Holy Mass knowing that Jesus can satisfy the hungry heart.  

 

For many of us, we take refuge knowing that St. Mark Catholic Church is there for us. And yet, for many of us, 

this too has been taken over by change. We have witnessed three pastors in 4 years. Each one has their own 

leadership styles, myself included.  Many of us were surprised when we returned to the Church after Covid, and 

we found that the church looked completely different from the one we left. For a few, the change of the look in 

the sanctuary and the chapel was welcome. But for most, it has been very difficult to understand and accept.  

 

I saw this reality highlighted in the survey results that was taken in August of 2021. Of the respondents that 

spoke about the status of the sanctuary, they uniformly indicated the need for a restoration of the sanctuary. 

Much of the same was said about the configuration of the chapel. The majority of my conversations in my short 

time has indicated similar sentiments.  

 

On my first weekend as pastor, I spoke about how important it is for me to listen to you and for me to 

communicate to you. This dialogue is essential for me to authentically shepherd St. Mark. You have heard me 

say that St. Mark is not my Church. St. Mark is our Church. I have been listening and will continue to seek to 

listen to you. This letter is my communication back to you. After reading this letter, I welcome your reflections. 

I want to hear what you have to say. In the end as pastor, I am charged to make decisions based on the common 

good. After listening and communicating, a good pastor then leads his flock in the direction that will be best for 

the whole flock. 

 

With this letter, I am offering a small blueprint for our Church restoration. I recognize that this is early in my 

time as pastor. Normal protocol usually asks a pastor to wait 6 months before undertaking a change like this. 

However, based upon the sentiments that you have shared, I believe it is better for the whole to act sooner than 

later.  

 

I would like to make the below changes in time for the weekend of August 6 / 7, 2022. 

 

 

CHAPEL 

 

St. Mark’s chapel has been a quiet place for prayer and reflection for many years. Due to the desire for 

appropriate spacing in the early part of the pandemic, the chapel was closed. When it finally was reopened a 

new reredos (back tabernacle piece) replaced the altar and tabernacle stand. In addition, the chairs were 

repositioned to be directed towards one another.  

 



 

 

Although chairs facing one another is known within our tradition as a sitting in choir, these settings are usually 

found within monasteries. Monks pray the divine office regularly. One side would pray the office while the 

other side would listen and then they would rotate with each paragraph of the psalms. Indeed, within the Second 

Vatican Council document, Sacrosanctum Concilum, the Church encourages the laity to pray this beautiful 

prayer in union with the priests and religious around the world. Some parishes have developed a specific 

charism where they would pray this is liturgical and official prayer of the Church. For these parishes, a seating 

in choir can help in praying the liturgy of the hours. Traditionally, an area of the Church would be ordered in 

this way in a distinct area away from the tabernacle, the place of reposition of the Blessed Sacrament. The 

reason for this, is that the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist, moves the faithful to orient himself or herself 

directly towards the Blessed Sacrament. 

 

Our Chapel has been oriented from the beginning to be directed toward the Blessed Sacrament. It would 

be fitting therefore that the chairs and kneelers would be directed towards the Holy Tabernacle and 

towards the altar of exposition in the Chapel.  

 

Because the chapel is small in nature and is designed for Eucharistic worship, extra care needs to be taken that 

the design of the sacred images and the items on the raredos does not take one’s attention away from the 

Blessed Sacrament. In the USCCB’s document, Built of Living Stones, the Bishops advice us to have “Restraint 

in the number and prominence of sacred images is encouraged to help people focus on the liturgical action that 

is celebrated in the church.” As it is currently configured with the statues of the angels and the candles 

surrounding the tabernacle, the Holy Sacrament is difficult to see when exposed inside the monstrance. (A 

special instrument that holds the Eucharist for people to see.) Thus, simplification of this reredos will take 

place. The reorganization will be done to simplify and amplify the visible presence of the Eucharist while in 

Exposition on the altar. 

 

CHURCH 

 

Some will say that beauty is in the eye of the beholder. This is not exactly true. Beauty is a transcendental truth 

that comes with the harmonization and ordering of elements. When sound waves are ordered in a harmonic 

way, beauty is created. When colors are matched in congruence with each other, beauty is created. When it 

comes to Churches, a sanctuary (the area around the altar) is more beautiful when the styles of the items are in 

harmony with one another. Built of Living Stones says “Liturgical art and architecture reflect and announce the 

presence of the God who calls the community to worship and invite believers to raise their minds and hearts to 

the One who is the source of all beauty and truth. Art or architecture that draws more attention to its own shape, 

form, texture, or color than to the sacred realities it seeks to disclose is unworthy of the church building.”  

 

Ultimately, the difficult situation that we have at St. Mark is that there is a variety of beautiful adornments that 

come from a variety of different styles and traditions. These include Byzantium altar and tabernacle veils, 

gothic chairs and candles, pre-renaissance icons, renaissance paintings, baroque angels, natural beauty of floral 

and plants all situated within a modern building. Instead of creating an attraction toward the beauty, these 

beautiful items situated next to each other create an aesthetic dissonance that causes people to be distracted 

during the Holy Mass. Moreover, each one of them battle for attention when the focus of the person should be 

on the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.  

 

In order to simplify the sanctuary area the following actions are proposed: 

 

Removal of the paintings of St. Michael the Archangel and of Moses 

Both of these paintings are religious art in genre. These paintings themes conflict with the message of Christ’s 

victory symbolized by the crucifix. The high renaissance style of the St. Michael painting is filled with 



 

 

movement. Instead of redirecting one’s eyes to the cross or to the altar, this paining steers one’s attention away 

from the action of the liturgy. The painting of Moses is more obscure. Most are not familiar with the story of the 

painting nor even know what the painting depicts. Moreover, both of these paintings have limited connection 

with the foundational charisms of St. Mark Catholic Church.  The paintings that flank each of these are 

devotional art depicting the Divine Mercy and Our Lady of Guadalupe. Since they are devotional in nature, I 

believe at this time they should remain in their current locations. The paintings that we take down will be 

repurposed in another part of our facility. 

 

Removal of the angels around the tabernacle 

The angels were not created for the space and are overly large in the tabernacle area. Thus, they crowd the 

tabernacle for attention. Moreover, when viewing the Holy Eucharist from a distance, it is easy to lose the priest 

because of the angels take your attention away from him. Finally, the angels are not oriented in the right 

direction. Their demeanor was made for another space and thus they are not in adoration of the blessed 

sacrament but looking away from the Lord of love.  

 

Removal of the Tabernacle Veil and Byzantine Altar cloth 

The tabernacle veil and Altar cloth was created to match each other. Unfortunately, the busyness of their design 

conflicts with the simplicity of the design of the Church. The tabernacle veil was placed to show the holiness of 

the tabernacle. Usually the veil is placed inside of the tabernacle. However, there is some tradition to place it 

outside of the tabernacle. However, the veil at St. Mark obscures a beautifully well-built tabernacle that fits 

more with the aesthetic of the Church. Moreover, the veil makes it difficult to access the tabernacle for the Holy 

Eucharist. Greater simplicity here would allow for easier access to the tabernacle and for a focus to be brought 

back to the aesthetic of the tabernacle. It will create a greater focus on the tabernacle. The Altar cloth around the 

altar is necessary because of the poor design of the altar. Underneath the altar are two brass cylinders that 

support the altar. For most of the time of St. Mark a large altar cloth has shrouded the base of the altar. Most of 

the time this altar cloth would be a cream color to not draw attention to itself. Especially around the altar, the 

church desires the use of noble simplicity. The desire is something that harmonizes with its surroundings but 

does not distract with what is occurring around the altar. In removing  the green byzantine altar cloth, we will 

replace it with a cream colored cloth that has been part of the tradition of the Church. 

 

Removal of the altar crucifix and candle stands 

The preference of the liturgy is that nothing should be on the altar. Only if needed, there is allowed an altar 

crucifix and altar candles. However, the Church cautions us not to place candles and crosses that would obscure 

the view of others through their presence. Built of Living Stones states, "At least two candles are placed near the 

altar in the sanctuary area. If there is a lack of space, they may be placed on the altar.” At St. Mark, there is 

sufficient space around the altar to place candles. Moreover, if we return to candles that were brought in to 

compliment the architectural of the building, then there will be greater harmony and therefore greater beauty. A 

crucifix is laudable for the priest to see during Mass. At St. Mark, the priest does not have a crucifix to look at 

and so he needs one to view. My proposal would be to have a flat crucifix that does not create a barrier between 

the people and the celebration of the Eucharist. Moreover, I have noticed in my short time at St. Mark that 

because these items are on the altar, the top altar cloth is not able to be changed out regularly. A lot of dust and 

small debris have settled on top of the cloth. The cloth should be changed out regularly to maintain its 

cleanliness. By removing these items, it will ensure a more regularly changing of the cloth. These items will be 

placed in storage for future use. 

 

 

Removal of the image of Jesus on ambo and the enthronement stand 

An image of a byzantine icon of Jesus was placed on the ambo stand to cover up the enthronement of the 

Gospel stand. The enthronement of the Gospel is not a normative part of the liturgy. The liturgy asks that we 



 

 

keep the book of the Gospel open at the ambo or remove it for the preaching. By removing the image and the 

stand, we simplify the attention on the spoken word. This will also allow for the placement of statues or images 

commemorating special feast days in front of the ambo. There they can be clearly seen but will not conflict with 

other aspects of the sanctuary, particularly Baptistry area which is off to the side of the altar. The baptistry 

should have a special and dignified place within the Church. 

 

These changes will allow for a more simple and noble decorum around the altar. Plants and floral arrangements 

will allow for the additional touches of beauty for which the liturgy asks. 

 

Moving Forward 

 

There are many needs for our Church area. These small steps of removing these items are meant to restore 

balance, decorum and devotion to the Church and chapel. However we know that there is much more to do. I 

am very much aware of our need to change the flooring and to redo the kneelers in the pews. But, there is at the 

same time a great need to power clean and repaint the Church. This would brighten, freshen and maintain a 

common color palette throughout the Church. My hope is that we can make great headway towards that by 

Christmas of this year. 

 

I also know that there are needs greater than what some new floor and paint can do. In 2023, I would like to 

begin to explore these possibilities. If you are interested or skilled in being part of this process, please let me 

know as I will be creating a group of people who will help St. Mark Church move in the right direction. 

 

I am honored that I am able to be your pastor here at St. Mark Catholic Church. I want you to know that I am 

available to speak with you and to walk with you. I want you to know that I am here for you as your pastor. 

Yes, I know that through this letter, I am asking you to accept a change. In this case, I pray that the change will 

bring greater hope and greater prayer. I pray that you will see that in simplifying the sanctuary area that our 

liturgies will be more engaging and more hopeful. Jesus is the source of our hope. He is the one in whom we 

worship each time we come to mass. May He be our constant as we navigate through this change. 

 

 

Father Jason Cargo 

Pastor 


