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The Architecture of a Typical Byzantine Church 
 
Whenever you walk through the doors of a Byzantine Church, you should instantly know that you are in a 
very special place.  It is God's home, a place we call sacred, or set apart from the rest of the world, where 
we can be still and know that He is there.  Because this is such a special place, the architecture inside of 
our church is special too.  It is designed to make us aware of who we are and Who God is, and remind us 
that we should be always striving to approach Him here on Earth so that we can be made worthy to 
approach Him in heaven too! 
 
The Narthex 
 
The first place you step into when you walk in through the front doors of the Church is the Narthex.  This is 
a place where you can take a deep breath and prepare your body, mind, heart, and soul to enter into God's 
holy presence. You will often find prayer and hymn books, vessels of blessed holy water for use by the 
congregation, and other items shared by the community in the narthex.  Here we can light a candle, ladies 
who wish to cover their heads before they enter into God's presence may do so here, and parents often 
take the time to hush their little ones and whisper instructions to them in the narthex before they take their 
places inside and wait for the Divine Liturgy to begin.  
 
Once you are prepared, you will walk through the doors into the Nave of the church.  The word Nave refers 
to a boat, like Noah's ark, or Peter's fishing boat.  In the Nave, the congregation is safely sailing toward 
heaven as they gather there for Divine Services.  It is proper, when you first enter, to proceed up the center 
aisle to the Tetrapod and venerate the festal icon which is displayed there.  The word tetrapod means "four 
feet" in Greek, because this is always a four-footed table.  Traditionally, the priests would display the icon 
of the feast on the table so even those in the congregation who were not educated in the faith could 
contemplate it before Liturgy and better understand what was being celebrated.  It is proper to make the 
sign of the cross, bow before the icon, make the sign of the cross again, venerate (kiss) the icon, then 
make a third sign of the cross before taking your place in the Nave to wait for the service to begin.  
 
The Nave 
 
Once you have take your place, you will notice that there is a great big wall with icons all over it which 
separates the people who are in the Nave from the holy place called the Sanctuary.  This is the 
Iconostasis, or Icon Screen.  The purpose of the iconostasis is to remind us that, while we are in the nave, 
God is physically present in the Sanctuary, and we are separated from His presence by the screen just as 
we on Earth are separated from the Heavenly kingdom.  On it you will see icons, like windows.  These holy 
images of Christ, the Theotokos, various saints and events from the feasts we celebrate in the Church are 
symbolically looking at us from heaven, waving at us and urging us to continue to strive to meet them in 
heaven one day!  In the center of the screen you will notice two main doors, the Royal Doors.  These Royal 
Doors are very special because they represent the entrance to the heavenly kingdom and for this reason, 
no one may enter through them except for the priest.  On them you will see either icons of the four 
evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, or an icon of the Annunciation to remind us that the 
attainment of eternal life in heaven comes to us by the fact that Jesus came down to earth to save us and 
that we can learn about Him through His Word, the Gospels.  There are two smaller doors on either side 
called the deacon's doors, through which the deacon and the others who serve at the Divine Services may 
pass as necessary.  Icons of the Archangels or deacon-saints such as St. Stephen and St. Lawrence are 
seen on the deacon's doors because the deacons assist the priest just as the archangels minister to God.  
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To the right of the Royal Doors you will see an icon of Christ the Teacher and, to the left, an icon of the 
Theotokos. This is always the same in every Eastern Christian Church.   On the extreme right of the screen 
is the patronal icon of the particular parish (for example, on our model we see the icon of St. Veronika....so 
the church with this particular iconostasis would be dedicated to St. Veronika).  Just as every church has 
its own saint to whom it is dedicated, every eparchy has its own particular patron saint too!  You will see 
the icon of the patron of the eparchy to which the church belongs the extreme left of the iconostasis. 
Above the entire screen there are often several rows of icons depicting images of the twelve major feasts of 
the Church, the twelve apostles, the patriarchs, the early Church Fathers, or events from scripture.  These 
icons, or windows to heaven, as they are sometimes called, are all there to remind us of those who live 
eternally in the kingdom of God and how wonderful our life in heaven will be!  
 
The Sanctuary 
 
Behind the iconostasis is the very special area we call the Sanctuary.  It is where the Divine Services 
actually take place and where Jesus Christ is physically present.  Just behind the Royal Doors there is the 
Holy Table, or main altar.  It is covered with festive cloths which are changed to specific colors to reflect 
the particular feast or fast that the Church is currently observing.  On the Holy Table you will see a 
candelabrum, with candles that are lit during the Services.  There is a processional cross and two fans 
known as ripidia displayed to the rear of the altar.  These fans have images of the six-winged Seraphim on 
them and have been used since the very early days of the Church to remind us of the angelic figures 
surrounding the original Ark of the Covenant in Old Testament times, and also of the fact that the angels 
are always truly present around the altar, even if we cannot see them!  The Cross and ripidia are carried by 
the altar servers whenever there is a procession.  
 
You will also see upon the Holy Table the items used by the priest at Divine Liturgy; the Gospel book, 
service books, a hand cross, all surrounding the central, most prominent Tabernacle.  The Tabernacle is the 
little miniature church in the very center of the Holy Table in which the Body of Christ is perpetually kept. 
Whenever Christ is present in the Tabernacle you will know by the fact that the sanctuary lamp, a special 
candle just outside the Royal Doors, is lit.  Look for the sanctuary lamp in your church next time you are 
there! 
One very special item which is always kept upon the Holy Table, without which the Divine Liturgy cannot 
take place, is a special piece of cloth known as the Antimension, a word which means "in place of the 
table" because it is literally kept upon the Holy Table.  When a new church is dedicated, the bishop of the 
Eparchy declares that he approves and assumes authority over the church by issuing the antimension, a 
piece of fabric which not only carries the bishop's signature, images of Christ Crucified, Our Lady of the 
Sign, and the four Evangelists, but into which are sewn certain relics of the saints so that the Liturgy 
always occurs upon the actual bones of the martyrs who have so diligently defended her.  In order for the 
priest to authentically celebrate Divine Liturgy,  he must do so directly upon the antimension.  The use of 
the antimension prompts us to remember how important it is that the Church adhere to a proper and just 
chain of authority, with the priest offering obedience to his bishop, who in turn offers obedience to the 
metropolitan, who is obedient to the Patriarch and Pope, who pledges obedience to Christ, Himself.  If there 
is no antimension, there can be no Liturgy!  
 
There is one more table in the Sanctuary, on the northern wall at which you may see the priest praying 
before the Divine Liturgy begins.  This is called the Proskomedia, or Altar of Preparation because it is the 
place where the gifts of bread and wine are prepared before they are consecrated into the Holy Eucharist at 
Divine Liturgy.  It is covered in liturgical altar cloths in the same style and colors as on the Holy Table. 
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Upon it you will see a candle; the chalice and diskos with its cross-shaped cover which has a hanging star 
inside known as the asterisk (it represents the star of Bethlehem); the Spoon; the lance, which is a special 
knife used to cut the Lamb (the sacramental bread)  into particles; a sponge; and cloths for wiping out the 
sacred vessels.  
Directions for making your own Shoebox Church Diorama 
 
1.  Find a standard size shoebox. 

 
2.  Photocopy the following three pages onto 
cardstock. 
 
3.  Color!! 
 
4.  Cut out all the pieces along the thick black 
lines 
 
5.  Fold all tabs along the dotted lines 
 
6.  Place the largest flooring panel along the 

back wall of the shoebox.  This will be the floor of the Narthex and the Nave. 
 
7.  Place the smaller flooring panel with the curved bump (this is called the ambon) into the box, with the 
straight edge along the front wall, so the ambon overlaps the "aisle". 

 
8.  After folding the tabs back on the two candle boxes, tape (or glue) the 
candle tabs to the places marked "candles" on 
the narthex wall.  Then slip the narthex wall 
into your shoe box along the designated line in 
the floor panel.  You may opt to secure this in 
place with some glue or tape.  
 
9.  Slip your iconostasis into place in the same 
way as well, just behind the "ambon", securing 
it in place if desired. 
 
10.  Set your tetrapod (with the icon on it) in 

place so little imaginary believers can venerate it when they enter your little 
church! 
 
11.  Now it's time to work on the sanctuary.  Find 
the Proskomedia table (with the chalice, diskos, 
and cloth) and having folded the front and back 
along the dotted lines, set it up along the left 
wall. 
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12.  Note the row of three black dots along the back of the top of the Holy Table, and on the bottom of the 
Candelabrum.  These are where you'll need to poke some holes for your processional cross and ripidia. 
Begin by making some pilot holes with a needle or straight pin, then use your toothpick to widen them a 
bit....but not too much!  You want them just big enough to hold the toothpicks straight up.  

  
 13.  Tape or glue (and allow to fully dry) each of the ripidia and the processional cross to the top of a 
toothpick, then poke the other end through the back of the candelabrum and into the hole in the back of the 
altar, so that the cross is in the center and there is 
a ripidion on either side, and the candelabrum 
ends up in front of them.  Tape, or glue, the back 
of the candelabrum onto the three toothpicks to 
hold it up and secure it in place. 
 
14.  After folding the tabernacle in half, set it upon 
the Holy Table. 
 
 
15.  Stand back and take a look at your finished 
Byzantine Church Diorama! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


