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What is a Cathedral?

The word “Cathedral” comes from the Latin word cathedra, 
which is the Bishop’s chair. The chair symbolizes his role 
as leader of the local church.  The church that houses the 
cathedra is the cathedral church.

In the Roman Catholic tradition, the Cathedral serves as 
the spiritual center of the diocese over which the Bishop 
is given responsibility.  In the earliest days of Catholicism, 
bread blessed by the Bishop in the Cathedral was carried 
to all other churches in the diocese.  While the faithful 
were not gathered in the same location for worship, they 
were symbolically gathered with their bishop at the altar, 
participating in the one Eucharistic sacrifice. 

A Cathedral in Oakland

The Diocese of Oakland has been without a Cathedral 
since the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake that damaged 
the Cathedral of St. Francis de Sales beyond repair.  The 
Cathedral began its life as the home of the parish of St. 
Francis de Sales, which was founded in 1886. 

St. Francis de Sales served as a parish church until 1962, 
when Pope John XXII created the Diocese of Oakland.  St. 
Francis de Sales was designated as the Cathedral of the 
new diocese, which was to be led by Bishop Floyd Begin 
(d. 1977).  In the wake of the Second Vatican Council, the 
Cathedral became known for its innovative liturgies and 
social outreach ministries.

Something beautiful has come to life in the heart of the East Bay. It is the Cathedral 
of Christ the Light, the new “mother church” of the Diocese of Oakland.  More 
than an elegant structure of concrete, glass and wood, the Cathedral is a symbol 
of the presence of Jesus Christ and a focal point for His ministry in Alameda and 
Contra Costa counties. 

Arising from the shores of Lake Merritt in Oakland, the Cathedral reminds us 
that Christians rise to new life in the waters of baptism and are anointed to 
share in the threefold office of Jesus Christ who is priest, prophet and king.1   
This responsibility falls in a particular way on the shoulders of the bishop of a 
diocese, whose chair—cathedra in Latin—gives the cathedral its name.

The opening of the Cathedral is an event that calls for some reflection on the 
part of those of us living in the Diocese of Oakland.  How will its presence allow 
present and future generations to encounter Jesus Christ?  This leaflet is the first 
of three that attempt to answer that question by reflecting on the three elements 
of the Cathedral’s name: “Cathedral” “Christ” and “Light.”

CATHEDRAL:  A Symbol of Jesus Christ
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The Cathedral of Christ the Light

The need of the diocese for a visible symbol of unity led Bishop John Cummins to summon leaders from across the diocese to 
an important gathering at Holy Names University in 1999.  That gathering led to the understanding that any new Cathedral 
must manifest the threefold office of Jesus Christ who is “priest,” “prophet,” and “king.” The Cathedral must be a place where 
God is worshiped, where the Christian faith is shared and taught, and where the poor and others in need are served.  

With the purchase of 2.5 acres of land on the shores of Lake Merritt in Oakland, the Cathedral began to move from vision 
to reality.  Oakland’s third bishop, Allen H. Vigernon, blessed the ground for the Cathedral on May 23, 2004 at a gathering 
attended by Catholics from across the diocese.  The Cathedral’s new location evoked the history of the diocese, since it was 
on the shores of Lake Meritt that the first Mass in the area was celebrated by Franciscan Fr. Juan Crespi in 1772. 

The cathedral parish will blend the former parishes of St. Frances de Sales/St. Mary and St. Andrew/St. Joseph.  In their 
new home, this community will welcome new parishioners who move into the Lake Merritt neighborhood as residential 
development continues at a rapid place.  As the “mother church” of the diocese, the cathedral will also be a home for all 
Catholics within the Diocese of Oakland. 

Encountering the Cathedral: The Ascent

The Cathedral of Christ the Light is a striking addition to the skyline of the 
City of Oakland.  Designed by award-winning architect Craig Hartman, it 
blends ancient and modern elements to create a structure that is rooted in the 
past while remaining open to the present and future.

The encounter with the Cathedral begins on 21st Street with a walkway 
known as the “Pilgrim’s Path” that rises from the street level to the top of the 
urban hill on which the cathedral rests.  The rising path evokes the route of 
pilgrims into the city of Jerusalem.

As one ascends the path, the unique shape of the cathedral becomes clearer.  
There is a history of cathedrals designed in the shape of a cross. Given the 
Cathedral’s proximity to water, the architects employed an even older symbol 
of our faith.  The footprint of the Cathedral is a vesica piscis (“fish bladder” 
in Latin), an oval with pointed ends created by the intersection of two circles 
of the same radius.  The shape of the vesica piscis calls to mind a fish, which 
was used as a symbol by the earliest Christians because its Greek spelling—
ΙΧΘΥΣ—could be used as an abbreviation for “Jesus Christ, Son of God, 
Savior.”  

At the top of the path, the pilgrim stands before the Cathedral doors. Built 
of Douglas Fir, they interlock to form another vesica piscis.  The entrance is 
surmounted by a large cross, reminding us that the Christ we have come to 
encounter is always the Crucified One.  His death stands as a judgment on 
human evil.  It calls us to conversion, to enter the waters of baptism that lie 
within the Cathedral. 

1 The Roman Ritual, 98.

In the second of this series of three leaflets, we will enter into the Cathedral itself and explore how its symbols allow us to 
encounter Jesus Christ in the sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist.


