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 Monstrances
by Larry Rice

On a recent trip to Paris I visited the Museum of the 
Middle Ages in that city’s Latin quarter. Nearly all of the 
art works and artifacts on display there were religious in 
nature. I was struck in particular by the unusual designs 
of several of the monstrances  in their collection.

A monstrance is a large decorative stand designed 
to hold the Blessed Sacrament, the consecrated bread 
that Catholics believe is the actual Body of Christ. The 
word monstrance comes from the Latin word monstrare,  

which means to show. It’s the same root  that gives us the 
English word demonstrate.

The monstrances I saw in Paris included one 
shaped like a Golden Dove. This is reminiscent of the 
monstrance or tabernacle described in the earliest 
accounts of Eucharistic adoration, in the life of St. Basil 
the Great from the fourth century. Another design in 
the collection of the Museum of the Middle Ages looks 
like a small gold chest topped with two angels whose 
wings surround a small crystal cylinder.

Today most monstrances  are two to three feet tall, 
and often use a sunburst design, topped by a cross.  The 
center of a monstrance is designed to hold a circular 
frame of glass and gilded metal  called a Luna or lunette, 
which holds a large host.

In a benediction service, often at the end of a period 
of Eucharistic adoration, the priest blesses the people 
with the Eucharist displayed in the monstrance. For this 
service the priest is usually vested in a long liturgical 
cape called a cope  and picks up the monstrance using a 
large decorative cloth called a humoral veil.

The largest monstrance in the world is at the church 
of St. Stanislaus Kostka in Chicago. That monstrance, 
which is nine feet wide, is in the church’s twenty-four-
hour Eucharistic adoration chapel where there are 
no liturgies or vocal prayers, only private meditation 
and contemplation.
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