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   TOPIC 3 – CHRISTIAN WORSHIP

Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

Topic Unit 1

The Christian 
Church

Unit 2a

Focus on the 
Catholic Church

Unit 2b

Focus on the 
Protestant 

Church

Christian worship

Church architecture

Church festivals

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓
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Christian worship
NOTES FOR UNIT 1 – THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH THROUGH A STUDY OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH AND THE 
PROTESTANT CHURCH

The Mass and the Order of Service from one Protestant Church
The Mass
Mass in the Catholic Church takes place daily and it is obligatory for Catholics to attend Mass each Sunday. 
The word Mass is derived from the concluding words of the service when it was said in Latin. Sunday Mass 
follows the structure outlined below:

1. The Penitential Rite
• The congregation are greeted by the priest.
• People express sorrow for their sins.

2. The Liturgy of the Word
• There are Bible readings including a reading from one of the Gospels.
• The priest will explain the importance of the reading in his homily / sermon.
• The congregation join the priest in saying the Creed and prayers of the Faithful.

3. The Liturgy of the Eucharist
• The bread and wine are brought to the altar in the offertory procession.
• The bread and wine are consecrated and become the Body and Blood of Jesus.
• The congregation join the priest in saying the Our Father / Lord’s Prayer.

4. The Communion Rite
• Communion is distributed – people come forward to receive it from the priest or eucharistic minister. 
• The Mass ends with a final blessing and dismissal from the priest for example “The Mass has ended. 

You may now go in peace.”
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The order of a Sunday service from ONE Protestant Church 
– the Baptist Church
Sunday worship in the Baptist Church has no set pattern, and each individual church has the freedom to 
structure their worship as they wish. However, most Sunday services will include the following:
• Welcome and announcements followed by prayer and hymns.
• A children’s talk may be given by the pastor or a member of the congregation before the children leave for 

children’s church.
• There will be singing and prayer to worship and praise God. Bible readings are sometimes read by a member 

of the congregation. 
• The sermon is given by the pastor and is based on the Bible readings. The pastor will use the sermon to 

guide and instruct the congregation on matters of faith.
• There will be a closing hymn and sometimes a Communion service will follow the main Sunday service. 
• The pastor will invite everyone to share in an informal time of worship e.g. a hymn for everyone to sing 

together. A member of the congregation may choose a Bible reading or prayer.
• Someone will say a prayer of thanks for the bread and the bread will be passes around so that everyone can 

take a piece. When everyone has been served, they will eat their bread at the same time. 
• The same procedure is carried out for the wine.
• There is a period of quite reflection before the pastor prays and gives a word of blessing.

Different styles of worship in the Catholic Church and in one 
Protestant Church
The tradition of singing and music
“ Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom 
through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.”
Colossians 3:16

As shown by the quote from St Paul, the tradition of singing and music is important in Christian worship as it 
brings the people together to praise God. The words sung can reinforce key Christian teaching and can reflect 
Psalms from the Bible. Paul adds that hymns and songs allow believers to reflect on their behaviour and gives 
them greater wisdom.

Many Christians believe that worship using singing and music allows people to participate and to worship from 
the heart using their God-given talents. Singing and music can make worship more appealing to all people as 
it is seen as an uplifting part of the service and can create a good atmosphere for worship in a church.
 

Liturgical and non-liturgical worship
Liturgical worship refers to a formal structure of worship, for example a Catholic Mass and Anglican services 
set out in the Book of Common Prayer. There is a fixed form of worship and there is a liturgical cycle with 
different themes and readings being the focus during different times of the Church year.

Some Christians prefer the same order of service each Sunday for several reasons:
• It creates a sense of community because believers know that in other churches belonging to their 

denomination, congregations are having the same experience of worship.
• It gives a clear structure to the service as it follows a set pattern, so it is a more organised approach to 

worship.
• Everyone is familiar with the service and know what to expect each week, so believers know how to respond 

and feel more comfortable.
• It means that a person can go to any other church in that denomination and expect the same service to take 

place.
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Non-liturgical worship is a spontaneous or non-structured style of worship used by Quakers and Baptists. 
It is a less rigid approach to worship compared to liturgical worship as anyone can contribute to the service 
and people are guided by the Holy Spirit to read a passage from the Bible or to pray. Some Christians 
prefer non-liturgical worship because it prevents them from simply rhyming off prayers without giving real 
thought to what they are saying. In other words, non-liturgical worship can prevent people from becoming 
complacent in their worship. 

The importance attached to preaching
Preaching is an important aspect of worship in Christian 
Churches. The priest, minister or pastor will spend a 
significant part of the Sunday service explaining the 
importance of the selected Bible passage and helping the 
congregation apply it to their lives. Preaching the sermon 
can be used by the priest, minister or pastor to challenge 
members of the congregation to ensure they are living 
according to true Christian values.

The role of the Bible in worship
Christians believe that the Bible is the Word of God. Some Christians 
believe that the human authors who wrote the Bible were directly 
inspired by God and therefore the Bible is a sacred text. Christians believe 
they can experience God through reading the Bible as it contains a record 
of God’s revelation of himself and his interaction with humanity. Saint 
Paul wrote:

“All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching the truth, 
rebuking error, correcting faults and giving instruction for right living.”  
2Timothy 3:16 

The Bible is used in public worship during Sunday services.
• The congregation listens to readings from the Bible.
• The homily or sermon is based on readings from the Bible.
• Some prayers used during Sunday services are taken from the Bible e.g. the Lord’s Prayer.
• Psalms from the Old Testament are sometimes sung and the words from other hymns reinforce Biblical 

teachings.
• In the Church of Ireland, canticles are based on passages from scripture which contain a reminder about 

their key beliefs.

The Bible can also be read during private worship. Through reading the Bible, Christians can:
• Learn about the nature of God e.g. the Holy Trinity. Through reading the Bible, believers can learn more 

about God and key beliefs held by Christians.
• Learn about the life of Jesus e.g. his suffering, death and resurrection. The Bible can give Christians hope 

and comfort during difficult times.
• Learn about how God wants his people to behave e.g. the Commandments. Through reading the Bible, 

Christians can be guided to live life in a way that God wants them to live.

Catholics and Protestants view the Bible in a slightly different way. Luther made it clear that the Bible was 
God’s only book and the only source of his revelations to his people and Protestants today continue to accept 
Luther’s teaching. Catholics accept the authority of the Bible but in addition to the Bible they also accept the 
traditions of Church teaching through the centuries as a source of authority. The word Magisterium refers to 
the teaching authority of the Catholic Church.
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Different types of prayer and their purpose in Christian worship
Reading the Gospels informs Christians that prayer was very important in Jesus’ life. He prayed at his 
baptism (Luke 3:21), he spent the whole night in prayer before he called the apostles (Luke 6:12) and he 
prayed before he was arrested and sentenced to death (Mark 14:32-39).

Therefore, prayer should also play a key part in the lives of Christians today. Prayer is important as it can 
improve a person’s relationship with God and deepen their faith. Prayer, like reading the Bible, can be part of 
both public and private worship. There are many ways of praying in private. People can use formal prayers 
while others prefer an informal approach to prayer and speak to God in everyday language.

During worship, many set prayers are used, for example the Lord’s Prayer or Our Father. The Lord’s Prayer is 
an important prayer as it unites all Christians and because it is the prayer taught by Jesus to his disciples. 
The Lord’s Prayer itself contains different types of prayer e.g. adoration, petition and confession.

Some Christian churches prefer to use unprepared, spontaneous prayers. 

There are several different types of prayer people use to communicate with God:
• Prayers of Adoration acknowledge that God is great and praise Him.
• Prayers of Confession ask God for mercy and forgiveness.
• Prayers of Thanksgiving give thanks to God for what he has done for people.
• Prayers of Petition ask God for something that is needed e.g. healing.
• Prayers of Intercession ask God to help other people who are in need.
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Worship in the Catholic Church
NOTES FOR UNIT 2a – THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH WITH A FOCUS ON THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

Private worship
Using the Bible
Catholics believe that the 
Bible is the Word of God. 
They believe that the human 
authors who wrote the Bible 
were directly inspired by 
God, therefore the Bible is a 
sacred text. Christians believe 
they can experience God 
through reading the Bible as 
it contains a record of God’s 
revelation of himself and his 
interaction with humanity.

Saint Paul wrote:
“All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching the truth, rebuking error, correcting faults and 
giving instruction for right living.” 2Timothy 3:16 

The Bible is used during the Liturgy of the Word at Mass and can be read during private worship. Through 
reading the Bible, people can:
• Learn about the nature of God e.g. the Holy Trinity. Through reading the Bible, Catholics can learn more 

about God and key beliefs held by Christians.
• Learning about the life of Jesus e.g. his suffering, death and resurrection. The Bible can give Catholics hope 

and comfort during difficult times.
• Learn about how God wants his people to behave e.g. the Commandments. Through reading the Bible, 

Catholics can be guided to live life in a way that God wants them to live.
 

Prayer
There are many ways of 
praying in private. People 
can use formal prayers 
while others prefer an 
informal approach to 
prayer and speak to God 
in everyday language. 
Private prayer can be silent 
or said out loud. People 
pray to develop their 
personal relationship with 
God. Prayer is essential 
for Catholics who want 
to worship God and give 
thanks to God for all 
that they have in their 
lives. People share their 
problems with God through 
prayer and ask for help and 
forgiveness. 
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The rosary
Many Catholics use prayer aids to help them during prayer. For example, Catholics use beads to pray the 
rosary. The beads help people focus on reciting the decades in proper sequence as each set of ten Hail Marys 
is preceded by the Our Father and followed by saying the Glory Be. The rosary is used to venerate Mary as the 
Mysteries of the rosary (Joyful, Sorrowful and Glorious Mysteries) recall key events in the lives of Jesus and 
Mary.

Icons and statues
Catholics will also use statues or images (icons) of Jesus, Mary and the Saints as prayer aids. The statues 
and icons are not objects of worship but act as visual aids help people focus on their prayer. For example, 
Catholics use a crucifix which has an image of Jesus on the cross which helps them to recall Jesus’ sacrifice. 
Many Catholics will light a candle beside a statue as a sign of their prayer being offered to God.
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Public worship: The Order of the Mass and the meaning of the 
Eucharist
The order of the Mass
A Sunday service or Mass in the Catholic Church consists of the following:

1. The Penitential Rite
• The congregation are greeted by the priest.
• People express sorrow for their sins.

2. The Liturgy of the Word
• There are Bible readings including a reading from one of the Gospels.
• The priest will explain the importance of the reading in his homily / sermon.
• The congregation join the priest in saying the Creed and prayers of the Faithful.

3. The Liturgy of the Eucharist
• The bread and wine are brought to the altar in the offertory procession.
• The bread and wine are consecrated and become the Body and Blood of Jesus.
• The congregation join the priest in saying the Our Father.

4. The Communion Rite
• Communion is distributed – people come forward to receive it from the priest or eucharistic minister. 
• The Mass ends with a final blessing from the priest for example “The Mass has ended. You may now go in 

peace.”

The meaning of the Eucharist
The word Eucharist means ‘thanksgiving’ and is used to refer the commemoration of the Last Supper and 
Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. The celebration of the Eucharist is important for Catholics for several reasons:
• For Catholics, Jesus is present in the Eucharist so receiving the Holy Communion each week is an 

important spiritual event. Through transubstantiation the bread and wine become the Body and Blood 
of Christ. Catholics believe the Eucharist is the ‘food for eternal life’ because in John’s Gospel Jesus said 
“Whoever eats this bread will live forever.’ (John 6:51)

• Celebrating the Eucharist recalls Jesus’ Last Supper and sacrifice on the cross and is a way of remembering 
and giving thanks for this. 

• Communion creates a sense of community and fellowship because everyone receives it.
• By celebrating the Eucharist, Catholics are following Jesus’ instruction to ‘Do this in memory of me.’ 

(Luke 22:19)
• Receiving communion is a public declaration of following Christ and allows Catholics to renew their 

commitment to Jesus.
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The role of Mary and the Saints
Mary and the Saints play a significant role in the lives of members of 
Catholic Church.

The word Saint is reserved for individuals who led an exemplary life and 
are now in Heaven. Catholics believe that it is important to remember how 
important religious people from the past have contributed to the Christian 
faith and to learn from the example of how they lived their lives. Saints inspire 
Christians today as they have shown the right way to serve God and others, 
even to the point of death.

Catholics have specific days set aside to venerate (to honour and respect) 
individual saints throughout the Church year. Catholics also pray to saints in 
the hope that they will intercede on their behalf. 

• Saint Brigid – Feast Day February 1st – One of Ireland’s patron saints.

• Saint Christopher – Feast Day July 25th – Patron saint of travellers and children.

• Saint Padre Pio – Feast Day September 23rd – Patron saint of civil defence volunteers and adolescents.

Devotion to Mary plays an important role in the spiritual lives of Catholics and she is a role model for 
Catholics today. The Gospels inform Christians about key events in Mary’s life. For example:

• Mary was betrothed or pledged to be married to Joseph when the angel Gabriel appeared to her in 
Nazareth. Mary was told that she had found favour with God and through the power of the Holy Spirit 
would conceive and give birth to the Son of God. Mary had great faith and said “I am the Lord’s servant. 
May your word to me be fulfilled.” (Luke 1:38) Mary is therefore seen as the mother of God.

• Mary then went to visit her relative Elizabeth in 
Judea. The words from Elizabeth’s greeting to Mary 
are still important for Christians today: “Blessed are 
you among women, and blessed is the child you 
will bear … Blessed is she who has believed that the 
Lord would fulfil his promises to her.” (Luke 1:45)

• Mary and Joseph travelled to Bethlehem, and she 
gave birth to Jesus. They were visited by shepherds 
(Luke 2) and wise men (Matthew 2) before 
returning to Nazareth. 

• Mary remained faithful even when she was told by 
Simeon in the Temple that “a sword will pierce your 
own soul too.” (Luke 2:35) 

• Mary was present at key events throughout Jesus’ 
life e.g. she encouraged people to listen to Jesus at 
his first miracle at Cana when Jesus turned water 
into wine: His mother said to the servants: “Do 
whatever he tells you.” (John 2:5)

• In John’s Gospel (19:25) Mary is with Jesus in 
Jerusalem when he dies on the cross.

Catholics see Mary as the model of faith and 
discipleship. Mary was a person of prayer (Luke 1:46-
55) and today Catholics pray to Mary and because of 
her close relationship with God, they believe that she 
will intercede with God (intervene on their behalf).
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Different types of prayer and their purpose in Christian Worship
Reading the Gospels informs Christians that prayer was very important in Jesus’ life. He prayed at his 
baptism (Luke 3:21), he spent the whole night in prayer before he called the apostles (Luke 6:12) and he 
prayed before he was arrested and sentenced to death (Mark 14:32-39).

Therefore, prayer should also play a key part in the life of a Catholic today. Prayer is important as it can 
improve a person’s relationship with God and deepen their faith. Prayer, like reading the Bible, can be part of 
both public and private worship.

Important prayers for Catholics include:
• The Our Father
• Hail Mary
• Glory Be
• The Rosary
• Hail Holy Queen
• The Memorare

Remember, O most gracious Virgin Mary, that never was it known that anyone who fled to thy protection, 
implored thy help, or sought thy intercession was left unaided. Inspired with this confidence, we turn to 
thee, O Virgin of virgins, our Mother. To thee we come, before thee we stand, sinful and sorrowful. O Mother of 
the Word Incarnate, do not despise our petitions, but in thy mercy hear and answer us. Amen.

There are several different types of prayer people use to communicate with God:
• Prayers of Adoration acknowledge that God is great.
• Prayers of Confession ask God for mercy and forgiveness.
• Prayers of Thanksgiving give thanks to God for what he has done for people.
• Prayers of Supplication can take the form of Prayers of Petition, asking God for something that is needed 

e.g. healing or Prayers of Intercession, asking God to help other people who are in need.
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Worship in the Protestant Church
NOTES FOR UNIT 2b – THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH WITH A FOCUS ON THE PROTESTANT CHURCH

Private Worship
Using the Bible
Christians believe that the Bible is the Word of God. Some Christians believe that the human authors who 
wrote the Bible were directly inspired by God, therefore the Bible is a sacred text. Protestants believe they 
can experience God through reading the Bible as it contains a record of God’s revelation of himself and his 
interaction with humanity. Saint Paul wrote:

“All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching the truth, rebuking error, correcting faults and 
giving instruction for right living.”    
2Timothy 3:16 

The Bible can be read during private worship. Through reading the Bible, people can:
• Learn about the nature of God e.g. it sets out God’s plan for salvation.
• Learn about the life of Jesus and other key religious figures in the Old and New Testaments.
• Learn about how God wants his people to behave e.g. the Commandments. The Bible gives Protestants 

guidance for living the Christian faith and on how to avoid sin.
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Prayer
There are many ways of praying in private. People can use formal prayers while others prefer an informal 
approach to prayer and speak to God in everyday language. Private prayer can be silent or said out loud. 
Prayer is essential for Protestants who want to worship God and thanks God for all that they have in their 
lives. People pray to have a personal relationship with God. People share their problems with God through 
prayer and ask for help and forgiveness. 

Bible reading aids
Bible reading guides help people when reading the Bible by giving notes to explain the meaning of the text 
or a commentary on different Bible passages to help people understand what they are reading. Bible reading 
aids also tell people how they can relate the passage from the Bible to modern day living. Some Bible 
reading aids will provide a daily passage from scripture to read and reflect on and provide suggested actions 
and prayers based on the daily Bible reading.

Fellowship meetings
The Greek word for fellowship used in the New Testament is 
koinonia and reflects the idea of people being together for mutual 
benefit. Christian fellowship today reflects what happened in the 
Early Church when Christians met in their homes to praise God and 
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and prayer.

Fellowship meetings today provide an opportunity to meet with 
other Christians in small groups to develop meaningful fellowship 
where they can support each other’s spiritual development. The 
meetings are informal and relaxed compared to structured Church worship. Time is devoted to Bible study 
and discussing issues related to their Christian faith.
 

Public Worship
The order of service of ONE Protestant Church – The Baptist Church

Worship in the Baptist Church has no set pattern, and each individual church has the freedom to structure 
worship as they wish. However, most will include the following:
• Welcome and announcements followed by prayer and hymns.
• A children’s talk may be given by the pastor or a member of the congregation before the children leave for 

children’s church.
• There will be singing and prayer to worship and praise God. Bible readings are sometimes read by a 

member of the congregation. 
• The sermon is given by the pastor and is based on the Bible readings. The pastor will use the sermon to 

guide and instruct the congregation on matters of faith.
• There will be a closing hymn and sometimes a Communion service will follow the main Sunday service. 
• The pastor will invite everyone to share in an informal time of worship e.g. a hymn for everyone to sing 

together. A member of the congregation may choose a Bible 
reading or prayer.

• Someone will say a prayer of thanks for the bread and the bread 
will be passes around so that everyone can take a piece. When 
everyone has been served, they will eat their bread at the same 
time. 

• The same procedure is carried out for the wine.
• There is a period of quite reflection before the pastor prays and 

gives a word of blessing.
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The tradition of singing and music
“ Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom 
through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.”
Colossians 3:16

As shown by the quote from St Paul, the tradition of singing and music is an important feature of worship 
in Protestant Churches as it brings the people together to praise God. The words sung can reinforce key 
Christian teaching and reflect the Psalms from the Bible. Paul adds that hymns and songs allow believers to 
reflect on their behaviour and gives them greater wisdom.

Many Christians believe that worship using singing and music allows people to participate and to worship 
from the heart using their God-given talents. Singing and music can make worship more appealing to all 
people as it is seen as an uplifting part of the service and can create a good atmosphere for worship in 
a church. Music played on the organ or piano can play an important part in leading the congregation in 
worship.

Liturgical and non-liturgical worship
Liturgical worship refers to a formally structured type of worship contained in specially written books e.g. 
The Book of Common Prayer. There is a clear structure to worship and there is a liturgical cycle with different 
themes / readings being the focus during different times of the Church year. Some people prefer the same 
order of service each Sunday for several reasons:
• It creates a sense of community because believers know that in other churches belonging to their 

denomination, congregations are having the same experience of worship.
• It gives a clear structure to the service as it follows a set pattern.
• Everyone is familiar with the service and know what to expect each week, so believers know how to respond 

and feel more comfortable.
• It means that a person can go to any other church in that denomination and expect the same service to 

take place.
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Non-liturgical worship is a spontaneous or non-structured style of worship used by Quakers. It is a less 
rigid approach to worship compared to liturgical worship as anyone can contribute to the service and people 
are guided by the Holy Spirit to read a passage from the Bible or to pray. Some Christians prefer non-
liturgical worship because it prevents people from simply rhyming off prayers without giving real thought to 
what they are saying. In other words, it prevents people from becoming complacent in their worship. 

The importance attached to preaching
Preaching is an important aspect of worship in Protestant Churches. The minister or pastor will spend a 
significant part of the Sunday service explaining the importance of the selected Bible passage and helping 
the congregation apply it to their lives. Preaching the sermon can be used by the minister or pastor to 
challenge members of the congregation to ensure they are living according to true Christian values.

Speaking in tongues
Some Protestants today believe that it is still important to continue the tradition of the early Church and 
speak in tongues. Speaking in tongues is also known as glossolalia from the Greek word used in the New 
Testament and refers to the ability to speak in an unknown language, given to believers by the Holy Spirit. 
For example, chapter 2 of Acts of the Apostles describes the apostles speaking in tongues at Pentecost and 
in chapter 10 Cornelius’ household also experience the same phenomenon.

Today speaking in tongues is associated with Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement. Speaking in 
tongues is important for them because:
• It shows the Holy Spirit is still at work among Christians today.
• It continues the tradition of the Early Church e.g. In the New Testament Paul lists speaking in tongues as 

one of the gifts Christians could be blessed with.
• Speaking in tongues helps people express their feelings and thoughts to God. Those who speak in tongues 

claim that it is a unique way of becoming close to God.
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Different types of prayer and their purpose in Christian worship
Reading the Gospels informs Christians that prayer was very important in Jesus’ life. He prayed at his 
baptism (Luke 3:21), he spent the whole night in prayer before he called the apostles (Luke 6:12) and he 
prayed before he was arrested and sentenced to death (Mark 14:32-39).

Therefore, prayer should also play a key part in the life of a Christian today. Prayer is important as it can 
improve a person’s relationship with God and deepen their faith. Prayer, like reading the Bible, can be part of 
both public and private worship. During worship, many set prayers are used for example, the Lord’s Prayer 
or Our Father. The Lord’s Prayer is an important prayer as it unites all Christians and because it is the prayer 
taught by Jesus to his disciples. The Lord’s Prayer itself contains different types of prayer e.g. adoration, 
petition and confession.

Some Christian churches prefer to use unprepared, 
spontaneous prayers. 

There are several different types of prayer people use to 
communicate with God:
• Prayers of Adoration acknowledge that God is great.
• Prayers of Confession ask God for mercy and 

forgiveness.
• Prayers of Thanksgiving give thanks to God for what 

he has done for people.
• Prayers of Petition ask God for something that is 

needed e.g. healing.
• Prayers of Intercession ask God to help other people 

who are in need.

Beliefs about the authority, inspiration, meaning, purpose and the truth 
of the Bible
Protestants believe that the Bible isn’t an ordinary book. Luther made it clear that the Bible was God’s book 
and the only source of his revelations to his people. The teaching contained within the Bible cannot be 
changed. 

Some Protestants believe that everything in the Bible is literally true. For example, that the virgin birth, 
Jesus’ miracles and the Resurrection are all historical events. Fundamentalist Christians believe that 
the Bible is free from errors and the creation story is a literal account of the creation of the universe and 
humanity in six days with God resting on the seventh.

Other Protestants believe that some of the writings are better explained symbolically rather than containing 
historical information. In other words, they do not believe in a literal translation of the Bible as it was subject 
to human error through the process of writing and translation. Liberal Christians still regard the Bible as a 
good guide to help them understand their faith.

The Bible can be used for private worship as outlined above and is also used in public worship during Sunday 
services.
• The congregation listens to readings from the Bible.
• The homily or sermon is based on readings from the Bible.
• Some prayers used during Sunday services are taken from the Bible e.g. the Lord’s Prayer.
• Psalms from the Old Testament are sometimes sung and the words from other hymns reinforce Biblical 

teachings.
• In the Church of Ireland, canticles are based on passages from scripture which contain a reminder about 

their key beliefs.
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Church architecture
The signifigance of the architecture of church buildings
Churches have different shapes / different styles of architecture to reflect their beliefs and practices. Some of 
the main styles of architecture have been outlined below:

Unit 1 & 2b
The Christian Church

• Barn style churches are very plain in style and have the pulpit as the main 
focal point. They are used by denominations that focus on the Word of 
God e.g. Baptist and Presbyterian Churches. For them, buildings are not as 
important as worship. 

• Cruciform churches are cross shaped to symbolise Jesus’ death on the 
cross. They have three key sections:
1. The nave is the main body of the church where the congregation sits.
2. The transepts (the two parts forming the arms of the cross shape) are 

often used for seating or for small chapels.
3. The chancel is the sanctuary area of the church containing the altar / 

communion table.
• Circular churches are more modern churches and highlight the equality of 

all people who worship there. The circle also represents Christ’s unending 
love for his people.

• Churches with a hall and tower represent a church as a place of refuge 
from attacks. The tower is a symbol of taking refuge in God. Steeples or 
spires pointing towards the sky symbolise the resurrection of Christ.

Unit 2a 
The Catholic

Church

• Cruciform churches are cross shaped to symbolise Jesus’ death on the 
cross. They have three key sections:
1. The nave is the main body of the church where the congregation sits.
2. The transepts (the two parts forming the arms of the cross shape) are 

often used for seating or for small chapels e.g. for parents with young 
children or for candle stands.

3. The chancel is the sanctuary area of the church containing the altar.
• Circular churches are more modern churches and highlight the equality of 

all people who worship there. The circle also represents Christ’s unending 
love for his people.

• Churches with a hall and tower represent a church as a place of refuge 
from attacks. The tower is a symbol of taking refuge in God. Steeples or 
spires pointing towards the sky symbolise the resurrection of Christ. The 
church itself is usually rectangular / barn style.
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The symbolism of the main Church furniture
The furniture in a church refers to the items of religious importance within the church building. Some of the 
main items of furniture have been identified below:

Unit 1
The Christian Church

• The pulpit is the most important piece of furniture in many Protestant 
Churches. It is a large wooden structure placed in a slightly raised position 
at the front and centre of the church building to show the importance of 
the Word of God. The sermon is preached from the pulpit.

• The altar is the main furnishing in the Catholic Church building and has a 
central location on a raised platform so the entire congregation can see it. 
The altar is a sacrificial table as is used to re-enact the events at Jesus’ Last 
Supper.

• Protestant Churches generally don’t have an altar but have a communion 
table or in front of the pulpit. The table is used for the bread and wine 
during communion. 

• The Lectern is a reading platform to the left or the right of the pulpit. It 
is often used to bring the pastor closer to the congregation when reading 
from the Bible.

• The Tabernacle is a box behind the altar in a Catholic Church where the 
consecrated hosts (Body of Christ) are stored after Holy Communion.

• The baptismal font is usually located at the front of the church and is used 
for infant baptisms.

• A baptismal pool is used for believer’s baptism where full immersion is the 
only acceptable method of baptism.

Unit 2a 
The Catholic

Church

• The altar is the main furnishing in the church building and has a central 
location on a raised platform so the entire congregation can see it. The 
altar is usually made from wood or marble and is a sacrificial table used to 
re-enact the events at Jesus’ Last Supper. The priest celebrates Mass from 
the altar and consecrates the bread and wine on it.

• The baptismal font is usually located either beside the door of the Church 
or beside the sanctuary and is used for infant baptisms. 

• The tabernacle is a box behind the altar where the consecrated bread / 
hosts (Body of Christ) are stored after Holy Communion. A red sanctuary 
lamp is lit when consecrated bread is in the tabernacle.

• The ambo is also known as a lectern and is to the left of the altar. This is 
the platform from which the scriptures are read.

Unit 2b
The Protestant 

Church

• The pulpit is the most important piece of furniture in many Protestant 
Churches. It is a large wooden structure placed in a slightly raised position 
at the front and centre of the church building to show the importance of 
the Word of God. The sermon is preached from the pulpit.

• The communion table is placed in front of the pulpit in a Protestant 
Church. The table is used for the bread and wine during communion.

• The baptismal font is usually located at the front of the church and is 
used for infant baptisms.

• The baptismal pool is used for believer’s baptism where full immersion is 
the only acceptable method of baptism.



FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE RELIGIOUS STUDIES 

18

Church festivals
Advent, Christmas and Epiphany
Advent is a time of reflection when 
many Christians re-evaluate their lives 
to prepare for Christmas. The word 
‘advent’ means ‘coming’ and it is a time 
for Christians to prepare for the ‘coming’ 
of Jesus. Many Christians will consider 
changes they want to make to their 
lives and pray to ask God to help them 
make a fresh start. Some Christians 
seek forgiveness during Advent. Many 
Christians will also use advent to help the 
less fortunate locally by supporting the 
Salvation Army or Saint Vincent de Paul.

Many Christians use an Advent wreath to help them reflect on the true meaning of Christmas. The wreath is 
evergreen and circular representing everlasting life made possible by Jesus. The wreath has five candles: one 
for each of the four Sundays leading up to Christmas and the last candle for Christmas day. Each Sunday 
during Advent, Christians will light a candle on the Advent wreath to represent the patriarchs, the prophets, 
John the Baptist and Mary. Alternatively, for some Christians the candles represent hope, faith, joy and 
peace. A white candle is lit on Christmas day to represent Jesus as the light of the world.

Some Christians create a Jesse Tree as a family tree of Jesus which traces his ancestry back to Jesse, the 
father of King David. It focuses on the humanity of Jesus and reminds them of the importance of the 
Incarnation. 

Christmas celebrates the birth of Jesus and is celebrated on 25th December. Some Christians begin 
Christmas celebrations by attending a Christmas Eve vigil or midnight service while others attend a church 
service later on Christmas morning. A Christmas service will include readings from the Gospels about the 
nativity. There may also be a carol service with Christmas hymns. Christians celebrate with family and 
friends on Christmas day by giving and receiving presents as a reminder of the gift of Jesus as he began his 
earthly life.

The feast of the Epiphany (6th January) celebrates the day Jesus was revealed to the world. Jesus was 
first made known to the world when the three wise men (Magi) came to Bethlehem (Matthew 2:1-20) 
representing all the nations. 

The symbolism of the gifts brought by 
the wise men are important as they 
inform Christians about the nature of 
Jesus:
• Gold represents kingship or royalty
• Frankincense represents holiness 

or divinity
• Myrrh represents suffering or 

mortality

The Epiphany is celebrated on the 
twelfth day of Christmas and marks 
the end of the Christmas festival for 
Christians.
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Lent, Holy Week and Easter
Lent 
[Assessed in Units 1 and 2a only]

Lent is a time of preparation for Easter, when Christians remember the 
suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus. Lent is also a time for Christians 
to remember Jesus’ time spent in the wilderness when he fasted for 40 
days and nights before he began his ministry.

During Lent, Christians reflect on their lives and try to change their ways and develop a closer relationship 
with God. For many Christians, Lent is a time of self-examination with a focus on confession so that they are 
prepared to celebrate Jesus’ resurrection. Some Christians begin Lent by receiving ashes on Ash Wednesday. 
Ashes are applied to their foreheads in the shape of a cross to publicly express their faith and penance.

Lent is a period of prayer, fasting and almsgiving. Some Christians may take time to focus on Bible readings 
from Jesus’ final week and reflect on the importance of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. At the end of Lent, many 
Christians will attend Holy Week services to remember the key events leading to Jesus’ death. 

Holy Week 
[Assessed in Units 1 and 2a only]

Holy Week remembers the final week of Jesus’ earthly life. There are several key events during Holy Week 
that have lasting significance for Christians:

Palm Sunday / The Entry into Jerusalem
Palm Sunday remembers Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem on a donkey. The people spread palm 
branches on the road (Matthew 21:8) as they welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem as a king. 

Holy Thursday / The Last Supper
Holy Thursday remembers Jesus’ Last Supper with his disciples before he was arrested. Jesus broke the bread 
and shared the bread and wine with his disciples and told them to repeat this in his memory. (Luke 22:19)

Good Friday / Jesus’ Death
Good Friday remembers the day that Jesus was crucified. It is a day of reflection on Jesus’ suffering and 
death. Christians refer to it as ‘good’ because Jesus’ death was a willing sacrifice to save people from their 
sins and redeem humanity to God.
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Easter
Easter is the most important festival in the Christian Church as belief in the risen Jesus forms the basis 
of the Christian faith. The Gospels record Jesus’ death and burial on Good Friday and the events of Easter 
Sunday morning when the women found the empty tomb and were told that Jesus had risen from the dead. 

Easter is important for Christians as it remembers Jesus’ resurrection and reminds them that as the Son of 
God, Jesus had the power to overcome death and sin. The resurrection also reminds Christians that through 
faith in Jesus, they too have hope of a future resurrection and eternal life. 

Easter is important as it proved Jesus was the Son of God who had the power to perform the greatest miracle 
by rising from the dead. The empty tomb fulfilled Jesus’ promises that he would rise again on the third day 
e.g. Mark 8:31:

He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, the 
chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again.

Ascension and Pentecost
The Ascension
[Assessed in Units 1 and 2a only]

The Ascension took place 40 days after the resurrection. Jesus took the apostles to a hill outside Jerusalem 
and told them that they would receive the Holy Spirit which would give them power to be his witnesses 
throughout the world. He was then taken away from them in a cloud. The Ascension reminds Christians that 
Jesus returned to heaven and some Christians will have a service to remind them about Jesus’ ascension and 
that Jesus will return to earth in the same way he left (Acts 1:11).

Pentecost 
Pentecost is celebrated 50 days after Easter Sunday and it remembers the 
occasion when the Holy Spirit came to the apostles in Jerusalem and gave 
them the courage to tell everyone the Good News about Jesus. Christians today 
consider Pentecost to be the day the Church was born and began its mission to 
the world. Some churches are decorated red to represent the tongues of fire. ©
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Saints’ Days and Harvest
Saints’ Days
[Assessed in Units 1 and 2a only]

Certain days throughout the Catholic liturgical year are dedicated the memory of Mary and the Saints. 
Saints’ days are important for several reasons:
• They help Christians remember great men and women of the Church and how they contributed to the 

spread of the Christian faith throughout the centuries.
• Saints’ days help inspire Christians by thinking about individuals who have been role models in relation to 

how people today should serve God and their fellow men and women.
• Saints’ days give Christians an opportunity to pray to saints who, due to their closeness to God, can 

intercede on their behalf.

Some saints’ days are:
• Saint Patrick’s Day – 17th March
• Saint Colmcille / Columba’s Day – 9th June
• Saint Martin de Porres – 3rd November
• Saint Teresa of Calcutta – 5th September
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Harvest
[Assessed in Units 1 and 2b only]

Protestant Churches hold Harvest Festivals in the autumn. Harvest festivals remember God’s creation and 
is a time to give thanks to God for the food that he provides. For example, thanks is given to God because 
the promise made to Noah that seedtime and harvest shall not fail has been fulfilled (Genesis 8:22). The 
celebration of Harvest gives Christians an opportunity to give thanks for God’s many blessings and for the 
food people have. It also encourages them to remember those who are less fortunate and to do something 
practical to help them. During Harvest services the minister will pray for those countries suffering from 
poverty and a collection is usually taken to raise money for a charity that works in the developing world. 
Harvest reminds Christians of their duty to act as stewards of God’s creation.

Is celebrating the Church festivals a waste of time for Christians today?

YES NO

Some Christian festivals have become very 
commercialised and they have lost their true 
meaning. Many celebrations are not for the 
traditional reasons e.g. Christmas and St Patrick’s 
Day.

It is important to remember and celebrate key 
events throughout the year e.g. the birth, death 
and resurrection of Jesus. Acknowledging such 
important events is a key aspect the Christian 
faith.

Society has become increasingly secular and 
religious festivals are now a thing of the past for 
many people. Many people no longer observe 
Lent and Advent.

Festivals enable Christians to appreciate tradition 
and history, they bring people together and 
create a great sense of community spirit.

There are better and more practical things to do 
rather than celebrate events from the past e.g. 
helping people in need in our communities and in 
developing countries.

Christian festivals encourage outreach to the poor 
and marginalised in society e.g. Christians make 
an extra effort to help others during Lent, Advent 
and Harvest.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. Outline the main features of a Sunday service in a Christian Church of your choice.

2. Explain the different types of prayer used in Christian worship.

3. Describe the role the Bible plays in Christian worship.

4. Explain the importance of three main furnishings in a Christian Church of your choice.

5. How do Christians prepare for Christmas during Advent?

6. “Easter is the most important festival in the Christian Church.” Do you agree with this statement? Give 
reasons for your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

