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By Bassel Samaha

THE THREE IN ONE

he church was one of the few insti-
T tutions of the original culture cap-

able of re-establishment in the
new land, Also, since the ethnic church is
the counterpart of non-ethnic institu-
tions of the same order, it would auto-
matically receive identical formal recog-
nition, although of course its status posi-
tion may not be on the same level
Furthermore, while ethnic separatism is
not very highly valued in our culture, reli-
gious distinctiveness is allowable—even
esteemed in a way because it is “Ameri-
can."'

Minority religious groups have histori-
cally experienced difficulty sustaining in-
dependent places of worship in the Unit-
ed States. If such groups are able to orga-
nize a congregation at all, worship is
oftentimes held in the spaces of other
faiths: in the sanctuary. when nat in use,
or the basement, parish hall, etc., or in
spaces leased to the groups by secular
institutions: a Masonic Lodge, for exam-
ple.

The importance of organized religion
among minorities in the United States is
considerable. The church, the temple and
the mosque serve not only as places of
religious importance, but also as the soul
of communities organized arcund com-
mon ethnicity and language

The power of the religious institution,
as a source of community identity, is evi-
denced by the phenomenon of cross-de-
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nomination. This practice is exhibited
when the members of a faith without a
church attend the services of another
faith because a common ethnicity. lan-
guage and/or culture are shared with that
congregation,

A similar phenomenon can be ob-
served at religious conventions. Mem-
bers of the same ethnicity. but of differ-
ent faiths, will oftentimes outnumber the
religious for whom the convention was
intended. Drawn by a desire to socialize
amang people with similar backgrounds,
the religiously unaffiliated group trans-
forms the convention into a cultural
event.”

Given the experiences described
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above, a project is proposed to serve the
needs of three such religious minority
groups: the Maronites. Melkites (both of
whom are affiliated with the Catholic
Church). and Greek Orthodox. Although
each group identifies with a particular
Eastern Christian faith, they all identify
ethnically as Arab, share the Arabic lan-
guage and the culture of the Levant.

The site is that of an existing Arab
Greek Orthodox church in the suburban
town of Orinda, near San Francisco. The
congregation has outgrown the existing
nondescript  building serving as its
church but, as of yet, has been unable to
replace it with a more suitable structure
The nearest Maronite church is over one
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hour's drive away in the city of Milbrae.
Equally distant, in the city of Fremont, a
Melkite congregation has recently estab-
lished a church after many years without
regular organized services in the Bay
Area. Instances of cross-denomination
by Melkites are common at the Orthodox
church, and at least one Maronite family
regularly attends services there ?

By pooling the resources of the three
groups, the project proposes the remaoval
of the existing building and replacing it
with a structure which provides for three
independent sanctuaries. In addition to
the private sanctuaries. a series of spaces
is shared among the three Faiths: a bap-
tistery, Sunday school classrooms/day-
care center, a kitchen and a parish hall.
The project is conceived as a complex
which would serve the needs of the
Christian Arab community of the San
Francisco Bay Area.

The project is conceptually motivated
by the act of placing three sanctuaries in
the same building and the understand-
ing that such an act transcends percep-
tion of the project as simply a religious
structure. The fact that no one faith can
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lay exclusive claim to the project sug-
gests that the building can not be under-
stood as a religious building per se, but
rather, as a building within which three
groups practice their faith. It can be said;
therefore, that the building has dual na-
tures: one that is sacred, which dwells
within the sanctuaries and one that is sec-
ular, which governs the building as an en-
tity. The use of the term secularis linked to
the phenomenon of cross-denomination
described earlier: religious interaction
among differing faiths maotivated by sec-
ular factors: ethnicity, culture, and lan-
guage. The building serves both, as a
place of worship and as the spiritual and
physical center of a community.

The project's focus is the sanctuaries:
three identical rectangular volumes that
seem to hover above the complex. The li-
turgical requirements and the traditional

spatial qualities within the particular
sanctuaries are achieved through the
mutation of the original “ideal” rectan-
gular volumes, as the sanctuaries engage
and fuse with one another. The articula-
tion of the glass and steel ceilings varies
for each sanctuary and can only be expe-
rienced when one is actually inside the
sacred spaces. The intention is to pro-
duce three distinct spaces that reserve
the experience of their spatial quality for
the private gathering of their respective
faiths.

From the exterior; however, the sanc-
tuaries are indistinguishable from one
another, their religious identity hidden
behind identical screens of sand-blasted
glass. The exterior of the building defers
to its secular nature and from that van-
tage point the sanctuaries read as identi-
cal, hierarchically "equal.” spaces. To the
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unfamiliar and/or casual observer, the
sanctuaries maintain a level of incom-
prehensibility.

The approach to the building is in-
spired by the pilgrim quality of the pari-
shicners'journey: most of whom travel a
considerable distance to spend just an
hour or two at the site. Rather than pave
or level any significant portion of the site,
automaobiles park directly on the sloping
earth along side either of two pedestrian
walkways, which begin at a small plaza in
front of the building and project deep
into the site. The walkways maintain the
plaza as their horizontal plane of refer-
ence; consequently, the slope of the site
forces one walkway into the earth as a
channel and the other above ground level
as a pier. The forced axis from the auto-
maobile to the building gathers the con-
gregations in a random but mutual reli-
glous procession towards the building
The building, as a framed object in the
distance, heightens the parishioners’
sense of journey and of destination.

From the plaza one can enter the
building directly at the ground level,
where the classrooms, offices, and kitch-
en are located, or by an exterior stair up
to the secular hall [piano nobile). From
within the building, the parishioners are
led from the relative darkness and com-
pression of the ground level up to the
light filled secular hall via a broad
ramped depression in the hall. More than
just a vast space for social occasions, the
secular hall i1s the focal point at which
those entering the sanctuaries, those ex-
iting and those socializing simulta-
necusly encounter one another.

Access to the sanctuaries is up a series
of ramps which originates at two corners
of the hall. The baptistery is located at a
node along the ramp overlooking the
secular hall. The procession that leads
the just-baptized, from the baptistery to
his'her sanctuary, is celebrated in full
view of the hall. Co-religionists and oth-
ers alike are invited, if only visually, to
participate in the event

Exiting the sanctuaries is down either
of the two staircases which ultimately
land at the center of the secular hall. In a
gesture of subtle voyeurism, a landing
overlooks a nave and in return the nave
looks up and across a staircase to that of
another sanctuary. [ust prior 1o entering
and upon exiting the sanctuaries. the
three faiths are confronted with one an-
other. In no ather part of the building is
the line between sacred “private” space
and secular “communal® space so
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blurred. Surprise is replaced by intrigue
as the parishioners realize their proximi-
ty to the sacred space of another faith
The opagueness of the sanctuaries prop-
er, however, is maintained at all times.
Casual glances exchanged among the
faiths are intended to heighten their con-
sciousness of one another and to cele-
brate the uniqueness of their assembly
but never to threaten the privacy of the
sanctuary. O
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Chambers Chapel, Boys Town, Nebraska

Keeler/Raynor/Hinz, Architects P.C. = Bellevue, NE
1992 IFRAA International Architectural Design Award Winner

In designing the Chambers Chapel at Boys Town, Nebraska, Keeler/
Raynor/Hinz, Architects P.C. faced a challenge: to create a symbolic
representation of Father Flanagan’s original mission. Their unique
solution, which blends neo-Gothic style with the needs of current
worship, earned them an International Architectural Design Award.
Overholtzer worked with the architects to design and manufacture
seating which combines form and function with beauty and comfort.

Your church may not be as well known as Father Flanagan’s, but
we’ll never be so big that your project is too small. At Overholtzer,
the personal touch, traditional values and fine craftsmanship are still
important. For over forty years, our family has been helping church
families throughout the world find creative solutions for their seating
needs. Many companies can meet your expectations, but it takes a
special commitment to consistently exceed them. And that’s our goal,
to always give you more than you expect.

Owverholtzer Church Furniture, Inc.

P.O. Box 4030

Modesto, CA 95352

1-800-FOR-PEWS  Fax: (209) 529-1716

OVERHOLTZER

QUALITY CHURCH FURMNISHINGS
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