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The Baptistery: Reorienting us in Christ - Upon entering the Cathedral, the 
first thing a visitor encounters is the baptistery, which houses a baptismal pool con-
structed of jet mist granite. The placement of the pool at the entrance to the Cathe-
dral reminds us that entry into the Church is through the sacrament of Baptism.  

Once past the baptismal pool, the pilgrim enters the great nave of the Cathedral, 
where the faithful gather for the celebration of the Eucharist.  The Second Vatican 
Council declared that the Eucharist was the “source and summit” of Christian life 
and spoke of four ways that we encounter Christ in the Eucharist.1  Christ is present 
in the gathered assembly, in the holy scriptures, in the person of the minister, and 
most especially in the eucharistic species that is consecrated during the celebration.  
The symbols of the interior of the Cathedral illuminate these four encounters with 
Christ.

The Cathedral of Christ the Light is meant to be a place of encounter between God and his people.  This happens in 
Jesus Christ and particularly in the great sacraments in which we are incorporated into the Body of Christ:  Baptism and 
Eucharist.  The symbols of the interior of the Cathedral allow us to walk a path of conversion, from the radical reorientation 
of our lives in Baptism to the gathering of God’s people around the banquet table of the Eucharist. 

CHRIST:  Encountering Jesus Christ in the Cathedral

The Nave: Gathering Place of the Assembly - The nave of the Cathedral is sur-
rounded by a large concrete wall known as the Reliquary Wall.  A reliquary is a con-
tainer that houses the remains or other relic of a saint and the use of the term here 
reminds those gathered within these walls that they are holy and precious to God.  
Rising up from the wall is a great vault composed of curved beams of Douglas fir 
110 feet in height.  The beams meet at the top of the vault, supporting a delicate ceil-
ing window known as an oculus.  Between the beams are 768 wooden louvers which 
are angled to admit light.  The exterior of the vault is a sweeping veil of glass which 
protects the wooden frame and also diffuses the light streaming into the Cathedral.  
The great vault shapes and orients the assembly as it prepares for worship. 

The curved beams suggest the outline of a ship, recalling the ark of Noah, the voyages of Jesus across the Sea of Galilee, and 
the later image of the Church as the Barque of Peter.   Rather than being an enclosed space, however, the top of the vault is, 
in a sense, pulled apart by the outer glass walls, leaving the vault symbolically open to the heavens. This invites the assembly 
to “lift up your hearts” as they prepare to celebrate the sacred mysteries. 
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The elements of the Cathedral that we have considered here do not exhaust its symbolism.  The most striking visual
symbol of the Cathedral—its use of light—has not yet been considered.  The next leaflet in this series of three will reflect 
on how the physical structure of the Cathedral uses light to tell the Christian story. 

The Ambo: The Throne of the Word  -  The word ambo comes 
from an ancient Greek word meaning “mountain” or “elevation.”  
The image of the Word of God being read from a raised platform is 
an ancient one.  In the Book of Nehemiah, the scribe Ezra “stands 
on a wooden platform” in order to read the “book of the law” to the 
people (Neh 8:5-8).  In the ambo, the Christian community “encoun-
ters the living Lord in the Word of God and prepares itself for the 
‘breaking of the bread’ and the mission to live the word that will be 
proclaimed.”2

The Cathedra:  The Seat of the Bishop - In any Catholic church, 
there is a chair for the priest celebrant, which is a sign of “his office of 
presiding over the assembly and of directing prayer.”3   The ordained 
ministry makes the presence of Christ as head of the Church visible 
in the midst of the community of believers.4  In a cathedral, this chair 
takes on a special importance and is known as the cathedra—the seat 
of the bishop—which is the root of the word cathedral.  

Crafted of jet-mist granite, the cathedra is located to the right 
of the altar in the presbyterium, the seating area for deacons and 
concelebrating priests.  This location is an ancient tradition going 
back to the 5th century and symbolizes the collegiality among the 
clergy and bishop of the diocese.

The Altar: Place of Sacrifice and Table of the 
Lord - The altar is the spiritual center of the Cathe-
dral because it is where the bread and wine brought 
forward by the community are transformed by the 
Holy Spirit into the Body and Blood of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.  Crafted from Carrara marble, it rests 
on a raised platform, in clear view of the entire as-
sembly.  The platform itself is partially composed of 
glass, which allows the light streaming down from 
the ceiling to penetrate into the Cathedral crypt.  
God’s light unifies all of the saints, living and dead.  
The altar contains relics of Saints Frances de Sales, Francis of Assisi, Sixtus, Perpetua, Junipero Serra, Stephen, Andrew, 
Thomas, Cecelia, John Vianney, Collete of Corbie and Pius X as well as soil from Auschwitz and precious stones from the 
Holy Land.

The altar of a cathedral is both the spiritual center of the cathedral and of the entire diocese. Every parish celebration of 
the Eucharist is, in a sense, part of a single celebration of the Eucharist by the entire church of the Diocese of Oakland.  In 
the ancient church, this was symbolized by the use of the fermentum, a portion of the consecrated bread from the bishop’s 
mass that was carried to other communities within his jurisdiction and consumed by them as a sign of their unity with the 
bishop.

1 Sacrosanctum Concilium, 7; Lumen Gentium, 11.   3 GIRM, 310. 
2 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Built of Living Stones, 61.   4 CCC, 1549; Lumen Gentium 21


