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L O O K I N G F O R 
A priest and a novelist ask each other, what makes a place sacred? 

What makes a b u i l d i n g re l i g i ous? W h a t d i s t i n g u i s h es a 

c h u r c h , a t e m p l e , o r a m o s q u e f r o m any o t h e r s t r uc tu re ? 

W h a t , in s h o r t , separates the secu lar f r o m the sacred? A 

c e n t u r y o r so a g o , t h a t m i g h t have been an easy q u e s t i o n . I5ut as wc 

h i d f a r e w e l l t o one m i l l e n n i u m and w e l c o m e a n o t h e r , few q u e s t i o n s 

are easy a n y m o r e . To t r y ro answer t h i s o n e , Cite asked n o v e l i s t Paula 

J . W c h h t o s i t d o w n w i t h p r ies t a n d p s y c h o a n a l y s t J . P i t t m a n M c G e -

hee and w res t l e w i t h the n a t u r e of sacred p laces . • McCiehee served 

f o r I I years as the Dean o f C h r i s t C h u r c h C a t h e d r a l i n d o w n t o w n 

H o u s t o n and n o w p rac t i ces as a j u n g i a n a n a l y s t t h r o u g h o r o a d a c r es 

Center . He is a lso a p ro fesso r o f a n a l y t i c p s y c h o l o g y a t the U n i v e r s i t y 

of H o u s t o n , a regu la r lec tu re r a t the C. ( 1 . J u n g E d u c a t i o n a l Center , a 

f requen t speaker in the f i e lds o f p s y c h o l o g y a n d r e l i g i o n , a n d a p u b -

l i shed poe t . • W e b b , an essayist as w e l l as a n o v e l i s t , teaches w r i t i n g 

w o r k s h o p s t h r o u g h the W r i t e r s C o l l a b o r a t i v e . Her nove l Domestic 

I.iff was p u b l i s h e d in 1992 . She's c u r r e n t l y a t w o r k on a second , as 

w e l l as a c o l l e c t i o n o f sho r t s t ones e n t i t l e d All I Know. • B o t h McCie -

hee a n d W e b b are E p i s c o p a l i a n s , l o n g t i m e I l o u s t o n i a n s , and f i l l e d 

w i t h ideas a b o u t the d e f i n i t i o n , f o r m , and f u n c t i o n o f w h a t is and 

w h a t m i g h t be a sacred p lace . 

Paula J. Webb: About this God thing, 
Pittman, you're for it, right? 

J. Pittman MtGehee Well. I used to carry 
around this quotation from Jung in my 
bil l folJ. It came from a letter, it) which IK-
said, "My raison d'etre consists in coming 
to terms with that indefinable being we 
call Clod." So, I'm a wrestler with that 
concept as much as anything. 

PW: In the way that you celebrate your 
faith, what rule dues place play? I mem, 
where do you go, and whar do you do? 

PM: Well, tins is very complicated. Tradi-
ln nially, there are lom w a\s thai people 
experience God. One of them's in nature, 
and the second one is through creativity 
— people have an experience of what they 
name God through art, through literature, 
through what wc call creativity. The thud 
is through ritual process, and the last one 
is through other people, through love. 

Now, under the experience of God 
through ritual process, there are objective 
and subjective understandings ol sacred 
-.pace. It's the t&rtenOS idea, which comes 
from the heating tradition. The idea was 
to draw a circle, and that was the 
temenos, and inside- that circle, it was 
sacred. Inside that temenos healing and 
incubation and change could happen, and 
really that's our earliest understanding ol 
sacred space. So we have this consensus 
reality that the intention ot tliis space is to 
point toward the fact that mystery is 
available ro he experienced in tins place. 

Then you come into what is called a 
sacramental principle, which means that 
we set aside one thing to represent anoth-
er. I t \ like- bread. We say that this bread is 
set aside to symbolize the incarnation ol 
God, that Ciod is in the human experi-
ence, and we say that this bread repre-
sents that. 

Now in this sacramental principle, we 
don't believe that any thing that's set 
apart for something is an exclusive arena 
for it. In other words, this bread is the 
representation of the incarnation of Ciod, 
but that doesn't mean that this is the only 
place that this happens. 

So one of the things that sacred space 
would sa) to me is that it is not an exclu-
sive space. Christ Church Cathedral 
downtown is only there to represent that 
mystery is in the world. 

PW: lo remind US that the doors are 
open ? 

PM: Yes, .md the space does always have 

to, it seems to me, have the purpose of 
pointing beyond itself. 

PW: So imagine that you are an architect 
who has gotten this incredible commis-
sion to build a sacred space. There is no 
budget. Just whatever you want, fell me 
what that might be like. What makes it 
work? 

PM: Well, I'd hrst try to discern the soul 
ot the people. I low do they project their 
soul? 

PW: Hut what if they wen' you? 

PM: What if they were me? Well, it would 
he a house with a lot ot room to do 
everything from art to drama to music. A 
lot of open space, not predetermined 
space. What you'll see m most churches is 
predetermined. Thai is, we're going to 
walk up here to communion, and then 
we're going to file around, and the choir's 
going to MI lure. I'd rather have an unde-
fined space where we could be dynanik 
and change as we do our worship, I'd do 
like they do on college campuses: wail 
and see where the students walk, and then 
build the sidewalks. 

And l \ l build a spate lo see il I could 
capture something of the mystery. I'm an 
Anglican and mystery's big, and I'm a 
postmodern person, so I don'l want a lot 
of definition. I'd want a lot of openness 
and a lot of inclusivencss. I'd think about 
intentional space but not defined space. 

PW: bin isn't defined space important Co a 
lot ot people? 

PM: Well, sure. You go to a Protestant 
church .wid you'll find the pulpit right in 
the middle ol the church. Well, that says 
what thai church is, what tin- soul .a the 
people is ihere. It's the word, the preach-
ing. The liturgy is basically the spoken 
word. It's a rational kind of religion, 
everybody proof-texting things, wanting 
to prove God. 

With other liturgical traditions such as 
Orthodoxy or Roman Catholicism or 
Anglicanism, the altar is the center, and 
the pulpit is over on the side because the 
sermon is really just one piece of the 
drama. The real drama is inside the sanc-
tuary, at the Eucharist. 

So you see, the definition's right there. 
We define space as mysterious and 
Eucharistic, or as word. So between sacra-
ment and word, you can look at the 
architecture ami see what that community 
emphasizes. 
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The other thing that we find in con-
temporary Christianity, particularly 
American Christianity, is that it's less 
about mystery and more about entertain-
ment. These big megachurches in I lous-
ron are theaters. They're not sacred, and 
they haven't been designed to capture the 
mystery. They're called auditoriums. 
They're not called sanctuaries. 

PW; And what are those places like? 

PM: It's lust like going to Jones I tall. It's 
theater seats, where the audience is pas 
sive. It's staged lor media, TV. It's really a 
stage with an audience, it's not a congre-
gation, but that's what the soul of those 
people seem tu desire. They want to be 
entertained. 

PW: And sacred spaces aren't for enter-
taining? 

PM: Well, you've goi this sort of consen-
sus reality about what objective sacred 
space is. It involves an understanding ol 
the intent or soul ot the people, anil it 
needs to contain symbols, the symbols of 
the people, whether it's a star and cres-
cent, or whether it's light, or whether it's 
crosses, or whatever. 

hut subjectively, I hiul I bring my own 
sort ol sacredness with me. It's portable, 
and I can worship or Imd some meaning 
in a lor of different kinds ol spaces, like 
at a Rolling Stones concert or a Rockets 
game or fishing down at Port O'Connor. 

Now I do think place has some influ-
ence. I personally am going to be more 
likely to have enthusiasm — which means 
"Ciod wi th in" — in, say, Chartres rather 
than a place with an electric organ and 
shag carpeting. 

PW: So how do you court or woo or put 
yourself in the path of a real spiritual 
experience? 

PM: I think the Buddhists are really so far 
ahead of Western Christianity in their 
idea ol living mindfully, which means the 
ability to see the sacred in the mundane, 
the extraordinary in the ordinary, the 
miraculous in the everyday, '["hey say that 
you can experience God or the numinous 
in chopping wood and hauling water. 
That's living mindfully, so if I have been 
taught by sacred space that the sacred is 
available, then I don't just go to sacred 
spaces looking tor it. That's what the 
sacred place teaches me, that sacredness 
finally is inside me, therefore portable. 

Jesus kept saying things like "those 

who have the eyes to see and the ears to 
hear." Well, that's that kind of conscious-
ness we're talking about. I can see a lot of 
space as sacred, but I can't expect to have 
a numinous experience in every sacred 
place. You can't control that, 

PW: Do you think it's easier if you're by 
yourself? 

PM: I think there's a difference, but I don't 
think it's easier. In times of transition, 
loss, change of one kind or another, a lot 
ot people wil l seek out a sacred space as a 
symbol of the availability of some new 
energy, something to help them make a 
decision. I think that's an individual 
process. 

At the same time, when Jesus said that 
"where two or three are gathered togeth-
er, I wil l be in the midst of them," the 
idea was that much of our experience is 
born our of community. Generally in 
Christianity, the tradition is that the priest 
has to have the community there, which 
means one other person, in order to cele-
brate the Eucharist 

PW: Built structures tend to be communal 
structures rather than individual havens. 
There are people who go out and build 
their own chapels in the woods, but you 
could argue pretty soundly that the great 
sacred buildings were designed for com-
munal activities. 

PM: Rut remember also that in the great 
cathedrals are .1 plethora ot chapels, sin,ill 
spaces within the large space tor more 
individualized experiences, d o to any ol 
the great cathedrals, and you'll find all 
these side chapels. It's so awe inspiring in 
there, and you might want an individual 
experience, and that's made available. 

PW: But what does that say about so 
many people being drawn these days to 
these Astrodome-like kinds of religious 
experience? 

PM: That it's exciting, and one of the 
things that we mistake for numinosity is 
excitement. There's such hunger for the 
spiritual now, that people have it confused 
with excitement. 

You know, even if we could come up 
with a list ol objective criteria for what 
sacred space is, I don't think we would 
capture the idea of sacred space. It's a 
combination always ot objective and sub-
jective stuff. It's like art, and certainly it 
depends on what you bring to it, like your 
personality, your socio-economic level. 

your educational stuff. There 
are a lot of factors. 

Some people go to those 
great cathedrals, like Saint 
Paul's in London, and they go 
totally as tourists. They don't 
make any differentiation 
between that and the big 
palace they went to, or shake 
speare's home. Now I go to 
Saint Paul's and have Kven-
song, and I'm elevated to 
some celestial place. For me, 
it's a real sacred place, bur for 
orhers it's a kind of historic 
monument. I think if a space-
is really sacred, it has ro be 
alive, it has to be dynamic. 
That's why I was saying I 
wouldn't want so much defini-
tion in the space, so it could 
stay alive. 

PW: When I talk to people 
about their sacred experiences, 
they often mention events at 
the beach or on mountains. 
What's that all about? 

PM: I think nature is just clos-
er to the source in a way. One 
of the earliest Cod images is 
what we call animism, which 
is that we project soul into 
objects. Trees have souls. 
Rocks have souls. Thai's 
animism. 

One thing that is interesting is that in 
nature there are no straight lines. It's only 
in the artifact that you see that. Nature is 
ol the authentic, its own imperfection, 
and it doesn't purport to be perfect. You 
know the tradition of the great cathedrals 
where the narthex is always off center 
with the altar? That's just the architect's 
witness to the fact that there is no 
perfect building. 

l o r most of us most ol the time, expe-
riences that are moving and transforma-
tive are unconscious. From the choice of 
spouses, to the clothes we wear, there's a 
lot more going on than conscious choice. 
In the same way, in worship or in sacred 
spaces, probably most of the communica-
tion goes directly to the unconscious. 
That's why people keep coming back and 
don't know why. Why does somebody 
leave church and say they just feel better? 
Well, there is stuff going on there. The 
non-rational experience may be the expe-
rience that draws us back, not the rational 
experience. Most of my true religious 
experiences, I cannot articulate. They 

itttHaa .in"..... 
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sound really paltry when I try to describe 
them. That's why I shut my mouth. I 
mean, when we begin to talk about what 
makes space sacred, it may be a non-ratio-
nal thing that we can't word. 

PW: Yeah, but sometimes a space works, 
and sometimes it doesn't. 

PM: Well, there is this idea that if the com-
munity has said lor a long period of time 
that a space is sacred, then we begin to 
believe it. People begin to project into the 

space. I project unci it m\ own sacredness, 
and it comes back to me. 

PW: In even the most primitive vultures, 
there is a impetus, a desire to build a 
sacred spot, to designate a particular 
space as sacred ... 

PM: li's a very natural impulse. 

PW: What about in Houston? What and 
where are our spaces? 

I 

MIND I KRING 

MY OWN SORT 

OF SACREDNESS 

WITH ME. IT'S 

PORTABLE. AND 

I CAN WORSHIP 

OR FIND SOME 

MEANING IN A 

LOT OF DIFFERENT 

KINDS OF SPACES. 

I IKE AT A ROLLING 

STONES CONCERT. 

PW: But il you think about people who 
want to build things that allow and 
encourage the sacred, what's on the 
checklist? And where does the checklist 
come Irom? 

PM: I think that comes from the idea that 
lung had of archetypes. I hat maybe 
there's just certain sort of archetypal 
things that get brought out anil appear to 
be checklists, but they actually are images 
of things that are deep in the collective 
unconscious. And one of those images lias 

to be maternal. The church is ihe 
mi i i ib . It's i l i i ' mother, and a sacred 
space architecturally has to have 
some expression of that. It has to be 
a container. It contains numinosiry, 
it contains community, it's a place 
of nurture, of transition, ot transfor-
mation, of creativity. We also have 
to have a phallus. Steeples, what are 
I hose about? Yeah, they point 
toward Cod, but they also really 
have that father thing. 

PW: So you're saying thai il some-
one is trying to create a sacred 
space, they cannot make it simply 
In personal expression? 

PM: Yes, In addition to being about 
the community's soul, it's about 
the unconscious of the community, 
which is where the archetypal 
strata is. 

PW: What about the mega pie x enter-
tainment churches? Where do they 
fit into this? 

Space llieir own sLib|cctivc sacredness. It 
attracts that. It's like a lightning rod. 

PW: lime is a defining factor? 

PM: It has to survive. That would be one 
of the criterion it seems to me, that it's got 
some stability and longevity to it. 

There is this Jungian term called /wr-
titipacion tttystujui\ which is actually a 
term from anthropologist l.evy-Bruhl. Me 
said there is this energy or numinous stuff 
tli.it is in each of us, and there are certain 
objects that wil l attract the projection of 
llus. We do it with the T.ucharist. We do it 
with rabbit's feet. It's a primitive sense — 
and primitive to me is not a pejorative 
term; it's a purer form, not unsopllistic.it 
ed, but imdeliled — that this is sacred 

PM: It's jusi so subjective. I think it would 
be presumptuous of me to say what a 
sacred place would be for anyone else. I 
think the new Chapel ot Saint basil ai the 
Umversitv ui Saint Thomas will become a 
sacred space, but I think that it still has to 
be tried ami rested and lived in. Similarly, 
I predict, the Mcnil Ky/antine wil l become 
a sacred space for this community, just as 
the Rothko Chapel has. The Rothko 
Chapel has passed the test of time. 

PW: 1 do think then' is something about 
walking into Christ Church Cathedral 
where you really are hit in the face with 
the fad that it's been around tor more 
than a century. 

PM: I think a sacred space has to earn Us 
attraction. 

PM: You know the writer Annie Dil-
lard's work? She says instead of 

having signs up on churches that say, 
"Kilter, rest, and pray," we ought to put 
up signs that say, "Enter at your own 
risk." Meaning, you see, thai a lot of 
these places are not risky. They want to 
eliminate the possibility for any autono-
my. They want the mind of the collective. 

PW: but isn't there something to be said 
about these mcgacluirches growing up at 
a time when community in other types of 
ua>s is disappearing? It used to be thai 
the church was a pan ol a Community, an 
element of a community, and then rhe 
community dispersed. These mcgachiirch-
es are not a part of the community, 
they're rhe entire community. 

PM: Well. thc\ want to be so. Tlicv want 
cradle to grave. 

PW: You not only go to church there, but 
you have your recreation there, your 
schools. It's your whole world, and there's 
something comfortable in that. It's a small 
town in one contained place, and if pro 
vides you with people who share a faith 
that you share, inavbe a religious faith or 
maybe simply a faith in a way of living. I 
see that to some degree this is answering a 
need, and most religion works when it 
answers a need, right? 

PM: Mystery, I think, is important to this 
conversation, because we still have this 
kind of modern view that mystery is that 
which has not yet been discovered. That's 
the science idea, and the religion idea is 
that it's undiscoverable. It's 1101 going to 
be discovered. I'aul Tillich defines mystery 
as reason driven beyond itself, and be says 
we experience that subjectively as ecstasy 
and objectively as miracle. 1 think thai il 
you're going to talk abou! sacred spate as 
I define i l , as Tin interested in it, there lias 
in be a contest that gives possibility for 
the experience ot mystery. And one of the 
things Tin trying to say about the mega 
church is thai it realh doesn't provide a 
lot of opportunity tor mystery. 

I here's a think i ink ih.it does studies 
on church work, and they've arrived at 
the idea that the less religious a place is, 
the inure popular it is. So you'll notice 
lhat these mega complexes don't define 
themselves; they leave themselves in a 
kind of ambiguity. They don't put crosses 
up, because thev want people to come in 
for other reasons. They don't want to be 
controversial, they want to make people 
comfortable. 

PW: Okay, so say you're on the frccu o 
.i\\i\ vim need to go someplace to think 
about things. One ol the functions of a 
sacred place is a place to go to. Where arc 
you going to go? 

PM: You know, the old cathedrals were 
actually shopping malls. I'eople had stalls 
in there, and that was part of why they 
had all the bells. They'll ring the bells and 
thai meant thai everybody should get 
quiet, because this is the moment ol the 
consecration. There was theater in there, 
everything was in the cathedral, but that 
was when the community was small and 
geographically defined. 

PW: Il was the biggest building in town. It 
was the place that people came to Irom 
the outlying villages. 
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PM: We don't really have that kind of 
sociology anymore. 

PW: Your original idea was to huild .1 rw 
house... 

PM: I don't like that reference. I said on 
undefined space. 

PW: Okay. 

PM: 1 uuk at the great cathedrals. Saint 
Paul's in London is basically undefined 
space. I hey have cathedral chairs. Von 
take the chairs out, and you can do a 
whole lot of things. I'm talking about 
pews when I talk about undefined space. 
When you get pews in a church, you're 
going to do one thing, which is to sit pas-
sively. You do get up to go to the altar, 
but you can't do anything else ... 

PW: but you know, when you go to older 
churches and see those foldingchairs, 
they look so impermanent. 

PM: It's a tradeoff. Bui ii I were to start 
from scratch, I would not put anything 
permanent in. It may appear to he perma-
nent, but it wouldn't be. I.ike the altar 
would run be attached to anything, or 
you could move the pulpit, everything 
would be ... 

PW: Moved to the center? The circle 
thing? 

PM: Well, of course. But I mean practical-
ly, if you wanted ro have someone come 
in and do African dances, you might want 
to get the pulpit out of the way. I'd want 
the space more flexible. 

Let me make one other point. It's 
about the future ol sacred spaces, which 
I'm very concerned about for a couple of 
reasons. One is that there is t new phe-
nomenon in the world called narcissism. 
I mean, it's on everybody's lips now. 
Christopher I.asch wrote an important 
book called The Culture <>f Narcissism 
that says consciousness and ego are a 
dynamic, evolving part of the human psy-
che, and the primitives —once again not 
a pejorative term, but a descriptive, and 
n 1,1 v In- even 111 enviable, term — always 
saw themselves as a part of something 
greater than themselves. Their idea was 
that " I belong to the tribe, and I give 
myself to the tribe, ami my job is to serve 
the tribe." 1 think even in rural America 
there was much more of thai sense ol 
" I belong to the church" or " I belong 
ro something bigger than myself that I 

give myself to." 
That's dying, because instant gratifies 

11011 is one o| [he definitions of narcissism. 
So nobody's going to wait for a sacred 
space. In a culture of narcissism, I worry 
about the future of sacred spaces because 
nobody's wil l ing to give themselves to the 
creation of one. It wil l all be temporary 
things, all shopping centers and Jack in 
the [loses. 

You know rhe great story of rhe 
gla/ier working in Lincoln Cathedral? 
Maybe it's apocryphal, but this guy yells 
up to the glazier, "You know, nobody will 
ever see that piece of glass up 
there," and the glazier says. 
"'Cod w i l l . " 

That's a kind ol sentimen-
tal story, bur the point is, the 
glazier wasn't working for 
himself, and he wasn't working 
lor even his community. He 
was working for something 
bigger than himself. Who does 
that these days? I mean, who 
has the vocation to create 
sacred space? 

PW: It von delme yourself as a 
singular person, not hooked up 
in a constant sort of way, your 
spiritual experiences are singu-
lar. I think I trust the individ-
ual's experience over the com-
munity's. That's what I do for 
.1 living, try and write about 
the individual experience 
butted up against the commu-
1111 \ standard. 

PW: I wonder how we need to participate 
in controlling sacred places. If they're 
important to us, how do we keep them 
together without screwing them up? My 
own experience with traditional churches 
or art institutions or whatever, is that the 
energy that starts the whole idea, the idea 
ol wanting 10 do something really fabu-
lous and original, dies a prett) last death, 
because early on the bureaucrats take 
over and want to putty all the windows 
shut. I'm interested in keeping things 
open, in encouraging individual ideas 
and development, and in my experience 

PW: It's more than uist the repetitive? 

PM: Repetitive and ritual are similar, but 
they're not the same. A guy working on 
an assembly line is doing repetitive stuff, 
but that doesn't mean that that's ritual. 
I or it to be ritual, it has to have a con 
scions meaning to you. Now I don't 
attach that much meaning to every mom 
nig, but I see my bathroom as a sanctuary 
in a way, where I do things that are very 
meaningful to me, daily private ritual 
processes ol elimination, cleansing, adorn-
ment, meditation. So all I'm saving is 

F Y O U D E F I N E 

Y O U R S E L F A S 

A S I N G U L A R 

P E R S O N . N O T 

H O O K E D U P I N 

A C O N S T A N T S O R T O F 

W A Y , Y O U R S P I R I T U A L 

E X P E R I E N C E S A R E 

S I N G U L A R . I T H I N K 

I T R U S T T H E 

I N D I V I D U A L ' S 

E X P E R I E N C E O V E R 

PM: Bui one .lung doesn't nee- T H E C O M M U N I T Y ' S . 
essarily preclude the other. 
I here's always that paradoxi-
cal relationship between the two. I think 
there is an objective sacred space and a 
subjective sacred space. Still, too often it's 
this contrived idea. There's this labyrinth 
in the basement ol Chartrcs, and you can 
trace it 011 canvas, and pill in some park 
ill}! lot. And then you can ask people to 
walk the labyrinth. Now, under the 
autonomy ol < rod, you can have .111 expe-
rience with Cod wherever Cod chooses to 
mysteriously place Cod's self. So it can 
happen 011 .1 canvas labyrinth in a parking 
lot. But I think that's unlikely. It's too 
contrived. It's the idea that just because 
this was a sacred space at Chartrcs, we 
can put it on a canvas, and haul it around 
the country, anil put it in parking lots, 
and have people walk the labyrinth, ami 
that's a great experience. Give me a break. 
Context is a lot, isn't it? 

that's hard to do within any sort of com-
munity group. 

PM: I don't know, bin 10 me the problem 
is still about this narcissism. 

PW: We haven't talked as much about rit-
ualistic behavior as I wanted to. 

PM: We talk about ritual process when we 
talk about going to church on Sunday, or 
doing baptisms, but we have ritual 
process in our limbic systems, you know? 
The whole jet lag thing is about interrupt-
ing our ritual processes. The sacred places 
where we experience Cod aren'i at all 
limited to formal religious ritual. They're 
about our rituals, and where the rituals 
.111 done, we tend to consider sacred. 

changing consciousness about our dailv 
rituals may be sacred too. The places we 
do them, therefore, can be sacred spite. 

In our beds, where we sleep, make love, 
die. Those are sacred spaces too. Our 
houses are sacred, you know? 

PW: Well, even 1 can amen to that. • 


