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Light: A Symbol of the Mystery of God

Light has always been a symbol that points to the mystery 
of both God and the world.  Light can be seen and even 
measured, yet it always escapes our grasp. Only a small part 
of the light spectrum is directly visible to our human eyes.  
The “light year”—a unit of measurement—also represents 
an unimaginable distance, nearly six trillion miles!
  
Given these properties of light, it is not surprising that the 
biblical writers often returned to it as a metaphor for God’s 
power and presence. The first words God speaks at the mo-
ment of creation are “let there be light” (Gen 1:3).  In writ-
ing of Jesus, the Gospel of John tells us that “what came to 
be through him was life and this life was the light of the 
human race.  The light shines in the darkness, and the dark-
ness has not overcome it” (Jn: 1:3-5).

The Church’s liturgy has regularly returned to the symbol-
ism of light in its efforts to convey the mystery of Christ. The 
great Easter Vigil, celebrated on the eve of Christ’s resurrec-
tion, makes thoroughgoing use of the symbolism of light.  
Beginning after dusk outside the church at an open fire, the 
Easter candle is blessed and lit, carried into the darkened 
church, and used to light the candles of the faithful who 
have followed it into the church. Three times during that 
procession the celebrant sings, “Lumen Christi” (“Christ, 
our Light”), and the faithful respond: “Thanks be to God.”

Like the great cathedrals of the past, the Cathedral of Christ the Light contains a multitude of symbols that convey the 
central mysteries of the Christian faith.  The Cathedral’s most striking visual symbol, however, is its use of light.  In this, the 
last of a series of three leaflets, we will explore the meaning of light in the Christian tradition and how the Cathedral draws 
on that tradition.

LIGHT:  Mystery and Hope

The Use of Light in the Cathedral

The Cathedral of Christ the Light draws on this tradition by 
using light to symbolize the movement of salvation history 
from the beginning of time to the renewal of all creation in 
Jesus Christ. 

The Alpha Window - Rising 100 feet above the entrance to 
the Cathedral is the Alpha Window, which recalls Christ’s 
words from the Book of Revelation: “I am the Alpha and 
the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the 
end” (Rev 22:13).  The window symbolizes the moment of 
creation when God said “let there be light!” (Gen 1:3).  Tri-
angular aluminum panels angle inward, diffusing the light.  
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A Light to the Nations

Many medieval cathedrals featured wheel-shaped candelabra that hung down over the sanctuaries.  They were built to evoke 
the image of the renewed Jerusalem of Revelation 21, including its 12 gates.  Unlike medieval cities, whose gates were often 
locked at night for safety, the “gates” of these candelabra were always open, recalling the hope that, with Christ as its light, 
the city could be ever open to the world. The presence of the Cathedral of Christ the Light embodies for the renewal of our 
own communities in Christ. 

The Cathedral will be open to the surrounding community in many ways.  The Plaza Level of the Cathedral Center—which 
will contain a café and Cathedral Shop—will be a beautifully landscaped public space for neighbors and visitors to enjoy.  
The Cathedral will also become a center for learning and culture, featuring concerts and lectures. Knights of Malta will 
operate a health services center that will provide diagnostic care for people without health insurance.

A center for worship, a place for teaching and learning, and a refuge for those in need, the Cathedral of Christ the Light 
brings to life the Church’s commitment to follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ who is priest, prophet and king. At the 
Second Vatican Council, the gathered bishops invoked the image of “Christ the Light” in speaking of the mission of the 
Church: 

Joined together with Christ in Baptism, Catholics of the East Bay are called to bring the light of Christ to the communities 
in which we dwell.  The presence of the Cathedral of Christ the Light is an opportunity to renew our commitment to this 
work. 
1 Lumen Gentium, 1.

The Great Walls - One of the most striking innovations in the 
Cathedral’s use of light is its walls, which are constructed of 1028 
panes of patterned glass which diffuse light into the interior.  As 
the sun crosses over from sunrise to sunset, from the beginning of 
time to time’s fulfillment in Christ, the play between the glass and 
the wood generates different qualities of light through the day.  At 
night, the Cathedral becomes a beacon of light.

The Oculus - The soaring wooden beams of the vault terminate in 
a large almond shaped window known as an oculus, from the Latin 
word for “eye.”  This window into the heavens allows the heavens 
to gaze upon the earth and the earth to gaze upon the heavens.  
The oculus of the Cathedral of Christ the Light is covered with 140 
aluminum panels which both reveal and conceal light, reminding 
us that our celebration of the Eucharist is a fore-taste of the eternal 
banquet to come. 

The Omega Window - The Cathedral’s use of light to symbolize 
the movement of salvation history comes to a climax in the Omega 
Window, which rises behind the sanctuary.  The window depicts 
a 90 foot image of Christ in majesty taken from the transept of 
Chartes Cathedral in France. The image is created by natural light 
passing through aluminum panels that have been pierced with 
94,000 holes. 
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Christ is the Light of nations. Because this is so, this Sacred Synod, gathered together in the Holy Spirit, eagerly 
desires, by proclaiming the Gospel to every creature, to bring the light of Christ to all, a light brightly visible on the 
countenance of the Church.1


