St Augustine’s revitalised: the church renovation plan

(This article first appeared in the Summer issue of the parish magazine.)
Fr. Dominic first announced a project to renovate the interior of the church in a circular letter to parishioners in February 2008. After a great deal of learning, debate and prayer the final plans are at last taking shape. In this and subsequent issues of The Augustinian I will try to explain the reasons for the project, describe the details of the work, when it will be done and how it will be paid for. 
To begin with, why should we go to this trouble and expense at all? And why now? There are two reasons: one is extraordinary and inspirational, the other mundane but pressing.
It is an extraordinary fact that 2010 will be the 250th anniversary of the foundation of the parish. St. Augustine’s is therefore one of the oldest Catholic parishes in England and one of the first to be established after the Reformation. When it was founded in 1760, on the present site, Clement XIII was pope; mad King George (the third) was just beginning his reign; the Penal Laws were still in full force (the first of the three Catholic Relief Acts was not passed until 1778); and it would still be 90 years until the restoration of the English hierarchy in 1850. St. Chad’s Cathedral, by comparison, was not opened till 1841. What a bold step that was by our original benefactor, Hugford Hassall! 
It is an inspiration to reflect that St. Augustine’s has been a beacon of the Catholic faith from those precarious early days for almost 250 years to the present. It is surely right that the church should be in as fine a condition as we can make it when the parish completes its first quarter-millenium and embarks upon its second.
There is also a more mundane reason for renovating the church. In 2010 it will be 30 years since the modern extension to the original chapel was completed to form the church as we know it today. The fabric of the interior manifestly needs to be revitalised. The 1980 extension was very good work of its period but the ravages of time and the lessons of experience have together demonstrated a pressing need for renovation. Visit the church at a quiet time and many, though perhaps not all, the deficiencies will be obvious. Happily the work envisaged will serve equally well to commemorate the 250th anniversary and to revive the church as a living place of worship.
So what are these deficiencies (and opportunities)? What is the nature and scope of the work? The main elements of the proposal fall into three categories:

Liturgical

The sanctuary
· The useable space on the present sanctuary is restricted by its narrowness, by the steps leading up to the tabernacle and by the sheer mass of the lectern and presidential chair. This impedes the dignified celebration of the liturgy. The plan is to extend the width of the sanctuary slightly and open up the sanctuary space by removing the steps to the tabernacle, which are also a hazard for anyone the least bit infirm. The altar, lectern and presidential chair will all be replaced and repositioned as necessary to make the most of the larger sanctuary area. The level of the sanctuary will be unchanged.
· The rear (or reredos) wall will then extend in a single sweep from the roof down to the sanctuary floor. It will become the ground for a large, specially commissioned work of art depicting the crucifixion. Judging by the exceptionally beautiful work from the chosen artist in several other Catholic churches, this will be a dramatic new devotional focus for the whole church, on a scale reminiscient of the ancient Christian tradition of the altarpiece (photographs of a stunning work of this kind by the same artist were much admired at a recent parish meeting). This will be an especially fitting acquisition to mark the 250th anniversary. The present fine triptych will be restored to the Blessed Sacrament chapel, in the position it occupied formerly. The same artist is working on a design for a new tabernacle structure on the reredos wall which will harmonise with the altarpiece to form an integral artwork.
Statues 
· All the existing statues will be repaired and cleaned. The statue of Our Lady will be repositioned so as to be more prominent in the present alcove and will be enhanced by new glass backing panels in blue and other refinements of the surrounding detail.

Font
· The font, which came from the original chapel, will be renovated and its baptismal function reinforced by a new devotional image on the adjacent wall created by the same artist who will be working on the alterpiece and tabernacle. 
Light and lighting
· The interior of most of the modern part of the church is formed predominantly of dark shades of wood, brick and carpet. This not only makes for a certain gloom but also absorbs light. As a result it is difficult to illuminate the church effectively. The intention is therefore to plaster over almost all the existing exposed brick and paint it a suitable shade of off-white to brighten the church and improve the reflectivity of the walls. 

· To make matters worse the present lighting units are out-dated and inefficient; they give a harsh, unwelcoming light and are inadequate for reading in some parts of the church. A new lighting scheme will radically improve both the aesthetic and functional effects. 
Flooring
· It is evident from visits to other churches that for both practical and aesthetic purposes, stone and carpet are the ideal combination for the floor. The proposal will see the whole of the altar and altar steps faced in stone, as well as the main aisle and the cross-aisle in the old chapel, to create a cruciform pattern. The remainder of the floor will be carpeted.

Note: the project does not encompass the Blessed Sacrament chapel or either narthex/porch though we may apply a lick of paint or change a lighting unit here or there as we go. 
Progress has been slow up to now for two reasons. First, the project committee has been on a journey of learning and reflection; we are only likely to engage in a project of this scale once in thirty years, so we need to proceed with caution and get it right. 

Secondly, it is quite a complicated project. The church combines old and new in a very unusual shape. All the features (and changes) need to be harmonised. The original (very fine) chapel was designed by Augustus Pugin (as was St. Chad’s) and it was the first of his churches to be opened. Consequently, the whole church today is designated a Grade II listed building and the proposal has to be approved by the diocesan Historic Churches Committee. The design is now substantially complete and will soon be submitted for approval. Once that is granted we can start planning the real work. 
Change can be unsettling but it can also be uplifting, as we believe this change will be for the whole parish. 
I hope in the next issue to be able to describe the plan as approved in more detail, suitably illustrated. All articles and illustrations will be posted on the parish website. Meanwhile, if you would like to know more, do speak to Fr Dominic, Michael Keating, Franc Kelly or myself.
Tim Field (St. Augustine’s renovation committee)
