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Abstract:Aim of this study is to explore the relationship of form and meaning in architectural inculturation which can be seen as a 
powerful agency to reinforce the sacredness of church architecture. Inculturation process shifted the preferences of having typical 
Gothic church architecture to new local architecture Christian style. This is a descriptive, analytical and interpretive study, using an 
interdisciplinary approach by borrowing structural analysis from the discipline of semiotics and complemented by architectural 
analysis of Pugeran church as the case study. Description and analyses are made to identify the local architectural components that are 
present in Catholic worship and to explain the meaning behind it. The study showed that there are layers of meaning in relation to the 
formal and spatial design, structural aspects and ornamentation in architecture, in the context of sacredness. This analytical 
understanding could be the basis for the strategic action to address issues of church architecture and its interaction with local culture. 
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1. Introduction  

Architecture is a product of culture through a 

long-time process in relation to the context of locality. 

Gothic architecture as part of the world architecture 

vocabularies; known as the symbol of sacred 

architecture has become an important reference in 

Roman Catholic Church. Most of the early Catholic 

churches all over the world, included in Indonesia were 

designed by following the Gothic or neo Gothic style. 

However, in its development, inculturation process has 

shifted the preference of having Gothic architecture to 

a new local style. The word “inculturation” or 

“enculturation” (“in” or “en” in Greek means “to come 

inside”) figures out the process of someone initiation 

into a particular culture in a particular time.  
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Inculturation is a name given to an essential aspect 

of the mission of the Church; the discourse on 

inculturation is of a theological nature. Catholic leaders 

and theologians have used this term in recent decades 

to denote a process of engagement between the 

Christian Gospel and a particular culture. It is a 

movement in Catholicism to respect the local culture 

and enrich itself with the local values [1, 2]. The 

practices of inculturation existed since many decades 

ago, however, the term inculturation just gained an 

official recognition since the Second Vatican Council 

in 1962-1965, and was defined in the decree as 

follows: “Inculturation is the intimate transformation 

of authentic cultural values by their integration in 

Christianity, and the implantation of Christianity into 

different human culture” [3]. Through inculturation 

process, the Church makes the Gospel incarnate in 

local culture, such as the Javanese culture, and at the 

same time introduces people, together with their 
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cultures, tropical environment into their own 

community [4-6].  

The Second Vatican Council and its supporting 

statements did not have a great deal to say about 

church architecture, however, conciliar statements 

about liturgy also entered into a movement in thinking 

about church architectural design. Inculturation was 

the creation of a new unity and communion, not only 

within the culture but also as an enrichment of the 

universal Church. As the most visible expression of 

Christianity in the public space, architecture was a 

major challenge to inculturation. It is not necessary for 

the church architecture in Indonesia to follow the 

western culture; then, it comes in a different form, 

away from the Gothic architecture and is more closely 

to the local architecture. 

Discourse in the history of church architecture, 

always distinguished function, architectural form, and 

meaning as the main factors. There is a tight 

relationship amongst these three factors. Church 

architecture is supposed to be a place of wonder where 

one finds both mystery and answers, where one feels 

both properly humble and immensely dignified, where 

one might simultaneously move through space and 

time and remain in contemplation and prayer. 

Function accommodated in Gothic church and the 

local church architecture sustained as the Catholic 

place of worship, but the architectural form is 

definitely changed, from a Gothic style to new local 

Christian architecture. Church architecture in some 

way conveys ideas, or bears meaning, embodies beliefs 

and ideologies, inspires feelings, or in some way 

“speaks to” those who experienced them. If the 

building is devoid of religious imagery it is quite easily 

translatable to other use, such as school, medical centre, 

or community centre, etc.  

There were many instances of new churches or 

contemporary churches that were failing to survive for 

a variety of reasons [7]. Then, the question raised is 

how about the meaning in relation with the new 

architectural form, which using the local architecture 

as its reference? Can the church building elicit a 

response even apart from its liturgical use; can it give 

people an experience of sacredness or “the present of 

the holy”, even before anything else happens within 

the space? To understand the role of local culture in 

dealing with the sacredness of the Catholic Church, 

then we need to unveil the signification of the church 

architectural form and meaning relationship. 

2. Material and Methods 

The church of the Holy Spirit of Jesus, located in the 

district of Pugeran, Yogyakarta, is taken as the case 

study. This is a Catholic church, also known as 

Pugeran church. The church was established in 1934 

and formally opened to public on 8 July by Dr. A. van 

Kalken S. J. [8]. The church is presented to God by the 

Jesuit missionaries on their commemoration of 75 

years working in the Netherlands Eastern Indie, under 

the leadership of priest HEF van Driessche S. J. The 

church was designed by a talented architect, Th. Van 

Oyen in a Javanese environmentally appropriate style. 

At that time, this church architecture got a great 

attention from the European society for its architectural 

form, which was named as an indigenous Catholic 

church in Java. Up to now, this building is still in a 

good condition without any major changes since its 

establishment, and is used daily as a place of worship 

by the parishioner. 

This is a descriptive, analytical and interpretive 

study. Structural analysis were made by borrowing the 

semiotics approach and complemented by 

architectural analysis, based on literature studies and 

data collected in the field of the case study; consisted 

of recording rites and liturgical activities, observing 

the environment and architectural form where those 

activities took place. The analytical steps taken were 

divided into two: the first step was exploring the 

architectural components of the Pugeran church, by 

identifying and comparing all physical architectural 

components existed in the church architecture to the 

concept of Javanese traditional architecture as its 
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announcing the name of the church “Hati Kudus Yesus” 

(The Holy Spirit of Jesus) could be read as an implicit 

reference to the church as recipient of the building. 

Imposing front entrance or statues, crucifix or 

having tower or steeple-bell is the characteristics 

associated with typical traditional Catholic church. 

Even though people who are passing by could not see 

the bell clearly because it is placed at the center of the 

roof, but the sound of the bell on Sunday, the crowds as 

the patterns of use, especially at weekends indicate that 

is a church rather than a secular building. In this object, 

there are some outward identifying sign, such as 

name-plaque, cross, statue, which are visually indicate 

the purpose as a church. At this level, the discursive 

memories about a church architecture led us to 

successfully recognize what we see and identify the 

form of expression accordingly. The Javanese 

architectural elements do not play a great role in this 

universal meaning, 

3.2.2 Surface Level 

As we enter the complex, does the building itself 

give the clue of its function, as place of Catholic 

worship? It seems that the church is exposed to the 

view of the visitors. Clear visual and physical access 

from the front yard, are given to the church building. 

Visually, geometrical configuration of the church 

building — characterized by its ground plan, and roof 

— is identified as similar to the “joglo tajug”, a type 

of Javanese architecture.  

As we entered the building, we find the typical 

“pendopo”, as an assembly hall in the Javanese 

architecture. Traditionally, a complete Javanese house 

consists of front yard, pendopo, pringgitan (transition 

hall terrace), dalem (main hall building, which are 

divided into three parts: senthong kiwo, senthong 

tengah, senthong tengen) and gandok (for daily life 

activities), sequentially [13]. A strong horizontal 

symmetrical axis characterized the arrangement of 

Javanese house. Senthong tengah, position at the end 

of the axis is known as the spiritual space where 

sacred belongings are stored, and a contemplative 

place for the owner to meditate. 

Pendopo is an open building, steps are provided 

surrounds “pendopo” building, allowing people to 

enter the building from many sides, since there is no 

walls. Steps are the physical boundaries in “pendopo”, 

to distinguish the inner and outer space, the public and 

private space. In the church building, there are walls 

surround that indicate the degree of holiness, separate 

outer space and inner space. However, when we 

looked at the interior of the church building, 

configuration and construction of columns and ceiling 

is following the concept of “soko guru” (main 

columns of the building) and “tumpangsari” (carved 

ceiling in between the main columns) of the pendopo 

from the Javanese traditional building. 

Does it relate to the liturgical activities? Would it 

take to make the space work in terms of sacred space? 

The central area of the church — the main aisle 

flanked by rows of pews which is known as the nave 

— is the area of the congregation; it is the area where 

the “saka guru” and “tumpangsari” existed. The space 

in Pugeran church may function well as people expect 

if the liturgy they celebrate in it is dynamic and 

conveys a sense of participatory in the celebration, 

focusing on to the altar as a place of sacrifice. The 

spatial dynamics and the centering focus of the church 

architecture might be said to express its purpose. In 

this case study, altar in the sanctuary as the focus of 

attention, is highlighted by its architectural setting. 

The quality and color of architectural ornaments, the 

shape, height of the sanctuary, the lighting and the way 

the altar is place with respect for the congregation 

affect the way a congregation experiences the 

celebration of the Eucharistic prayer. Meanwhile, the 

form of sakaguru and its tumpangsari, do not directly 

play this role. 

Architecture as signs can be culture-specific; in fact, 

most signs are produced for and by a specific culture 

to allow communication among its members. The 

symbolic resonance might be taken to express its 

meaning. Now, let see the relationship of the more 
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abstract form and its meaning, which might be sensed 

in a more unconscious way. 

3.2.3 Deep Level 

Configuration of the “soko guru” and “tumpang sari” 

constructed in a horizontal symmetrical axis; on the 

other hand, it constructs a vertical centrifugal axis. The 

horizontal/longitudinal axis provides a processional 

lane of movement. Position of the altar could be 

interpreted as not to be seen at a distance, but to be 

approached from a distance. The existence of the 

fountain of holy water at the entrance way is seen as the 

point of departure in this movement. Processional 

organization of space, focus on the altar as a place of 

sacrifice is an emphasis on the immanence of God and 

the transcendence of human experience. 

The longitudinal axis as the processional lane of 

movement in Pugeran church is following the concept 

of Javanese traditional houses, that is building should 

be oriented to the south, thus the entrance way is on the 

south and the altar on the north. This local preference 

differs from the honored side orientation of the 

traditional church, i.e. east and south, north and west 

are less favored. Facing eastwards for worship, in the 

direction that the sun raises, is a practice that is 

probably pre-Christian, and there are number of 

biblical references to God in the east. The longitudinal 

axis of most churches is therefore west-east, with the 

entrance on the west side, and the altar on the east. East 

as recognized as the location of the Garden of Eden 

where humankind began, as the direction from which 

Christ would come at the Last Judgment, and most 

obviously as the direction of sunrise [14, 15]. 

The aesthetics character of Pugeran church in 

Javanese art and architecture, the concept adopted will 

determine its capacity to evoke a sense of the interplay 

of transcendence and immanence, especially for the 

local community. Form-meaning relationship in a deep 

level, showing that sacredness of a church is not only 

concerning conceptions of the architect or those who 

planned, but also it is dealing with the appropriation 

of churches by generations that view and respond to 

them and experience them. A church can be marked 

by a sacredness not of the separation of the sacred and 

the profane, but rather of association, its 

connectedness to images and narrative that bear on the 

deepest questions of human life. Then, our perception, 

Christianity knowledge, cultural background and 

experiences relates to the sacredness of a church 

architecture. 

4. Conclusion 

The semiotic analysis of architecture is offering to 

explore the structure of signification that makes any 

reading of form-meaning relationship possible. 

Analyses of the case study — the Pugeran church — 

is constructed within the context of the sanctity of a 

church. The architectural form that signified the 

expression of the inculturation spirit in the case study, 

showed that the design was following a traditional 

Javanese architecture. However, not all features were 

relating to the content of the church architecture in 

terms of liturgical activities and symbols. 

The study demonstrated that the structure of 

signification which related the plane of expression — 

the form, and the plane of content — the meaning, 

exists in certain layers. At the discursive level, the 

relationship of form and meaning of architectural 

inculturation showed a universal meaning. People 

recognized and interpreted it as a Catholic church 

perceptually, mostly through the non-architectural 

aspects, i.e., ornaments. Their discursive memories 

played a great role, which related the architectural 

form with patterns in mind about the arrangement of a 

church, and then confirmed the building appearance as 

a place of worship. 

At the next level, architectural form was perceived 

functionally for the communities or for the Catholic 

worshippers to participate in the rite and liturgical 

activities. Architectural form of the case study — the 

ground (batur), columns (soko), roof (empyak), 

ornaments — that lead the audience to focus in the 

attitude of prayer, was itself the great symbol of the 
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sacred place of worship. This is a communal meaning, 

for individuals and communities with Catholic 

background; some sacred symbols which were 

grounded in Christian tradition are possible to give 

rise to sanctity of the place.  

In the deep level, the vertical axis and horizontal 

axis formed the sequence of sacredness. Some typical 

Javanese architectural form and ornaments might be 

very meaningful for those parishioners coming from 

the Javanese culture. Thus, a visitor might sense 

something of its symbolic function as a place charged 

with meaning; this relationship dealt with perception, 

religious structure and culture.   

Meaning in architecture can be understood as the 

result of an intimate connection that engaged people 

perceptually and intellectually. Sacred architecture 

often provided potent settings to facilitate the deep 

internal and external connections intrinsic to the 

religious experience, and therefore need to be 

understood in this context. 
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