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VISION FULFILLED

A parish journey
of worship space renewal

ur Lady of Fatima Church in
Schenectady, N.Y., was a fairly

typical suburban Catholic church

building. Designed and built in 1955

as the first structure for a newly formed
parish, it was a design that proliferated
in the 1950s and beyond. A rectangular

building with exposed concrete block
walls, its only redeeming feature

was the wood beam roof structure.

It remained substantially unchanged

for 40 years. In response to the Second
Vatican Council directives, renovations
to the altar area were made circa 1973,

consisting primarily of an extended
platform area for the liturgical action
and the choir, as well as new liturgical
furnishings.

After 40 years, the parish decided
it was time to take a critical look
at the worship space. Working
within guidelines established by the
diocese many years earlier, a parish

workshop/meeting was held to discuss
liturgy and architecture and to identify

parish needs. After presentations

on the history of the liturgy and on
contemporary church architecture

by representatives of the Architecture
and Building Commission of the
Diocese of Albany, the participants
were divided into small groups

to discuss topics focusing on the
functional needs of the parish. At

the completion of the small-group
discussions, each group gave a verbal
report summarizing their discussion.
Subsequently, the architect, who also
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participated in the parish workshop,

met with representatives of the areas

of worship, religious education, youth
ministry, and parish administration

and other members of the parish to gain

a fuller understanding of the parish’s

needs. Environment & Art in Catholic

Worship was used as an evaluation tool

for the worship space. Following are

some of the highlights from that
assessment:

@ A climate of hospitality: Access for
the disabled throughout the facility
was included on almost every group’s
list. This included wheelchair access
to all areas as well as appropriate
seating areas for wheelchairs within
the worship space. Parishioners
expressed a strong desire for
improved lighting to increase the
visibility of the liturgical action
and the written word. Concerns
were also expressed regarding the
quality of the sound reinforcement
system. Parishioners also felt that
rearrangement of the seating should
be considered so that they could be
involved as participants and not as
spectators.

e The experience of mystery: Most
parishioners felt that the existing
worship environment lacked warmth
and beauty and that aesthetic
improvements were needed. An
increase in the amount of natural
light also seemed desirable to most
parishioners.

e Quality and appropriateness: There
was some concern that the existing
worship environment might not be
totally appropriate for post-conciliar
liturgies. The arrangement of the
existing space did not encourage

the communal aspect of the worship
experience that already seemed to
be present among the parishioners.
Rearrangement, redecoration, and
refocusing through appropriate
lighting were all to be considered.
The serving environment: The
configuration of the worship space
was not effective in serving the
action of the assembly. Due to

the crowded location of the music
ministry, the inadequate lighting and
sound systems, and the placement
of liturgical centers of action, the
environment did not bring people
close together so that they could see
and hear the entire liturgical action
and become involved in the liturgy.
The altar: The altar was neither
accessible nor central to the
assembly. The parishioners wanted
a new, more appropriately designed
altar in a more accessible and central
location.

Baptistery: The existing baptistery
was too small and remote to function
effectively as a symbol of this
important sacrament of initiation.

A new, larger font — possibly with
moving water — in a more visible
location was to be considered. The
parishioners also seemed open to the
possibility of an adult immersion
font.

Eucharistic chapel: A new, private
chapel for reservation of the Blessed
Sacrament was required so that the
tabernacle could be relocated from its
current location on the altar platform.
Reconciliation chapel: The
reconciliation chapel was located in
an inaccessible space behind the altar
platform. Because it shared space
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with the choir storage, it was not set
up in a way that was conducive to
proper celebration of the sacrament
of reconciliation.

Music ministry: The area for the
music ministry was much too
crowded and its proximity to the
liturgical action made it distracting
during worship. Relocation of the
music ministry to a larger, more
distinct area, with appropriate
lighting, was required. The location

was to maintain a position of

leadership without making the

music ministry a focal point.

The process for meeting the defined
needs of the parish was carefully
planned. Working with a committee
that represented all areas of parish life,
the architect developed various
solutions until there was unanimous
agreement on one solution. This
solution was then presented to the
parish at another open meeting, where

Dark shadows and cold angles (before, above) are replaced by gentle lighting, warm colors, and an open sense of welcoming
(after, below).
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parishioners were invited to comment
on the work of the committee and the
architect. Comments from this meeting
were then incorporated into the final
master plan. Once the master plan had
been accepted by the committee and the
diocese, fund-raising for the project
began.

The fund-raising goal of $950,000
was quickly achieved and the
committee began to work with the
architect on the final plans. Midway
through the development of the final
design, another presentation was made
to the parish to provide additional
information about finishes, costs, etc.
Other artists were also brought into the
process for the design of art glass and
liturgical furnishings. Lighting design
and acoustical consultants also brought
their expertise to the project.

The final solution for the needs
identified by the parish consisted of a
14-foot-wide addition along the entire
length of the building, coupled with
the removal of the balcony and the
reconfiguration of the worship space.
The new addition provides a large area
for baptisms at the entry to the worship
space as well as convenient access to
new indoor and outdoor gathering areas.
This entry/gathering area also includes
an area for Marian devotion.

The font in this church provides
opportunities for both infant and adult
immersion. Water flows from the upper
basin, which is large enough to immerse
an infant, down to the three-foot-deep
adult-immersion area. Steps accessible
from both sides of the font allow the
presider and the baptismal candidate
to enter the baptismal waters together.
The lower basin is enclosed by two
sarcophagus-like walls with fossilized
tiles and open railings that provide
visibility into the lower basin.

Accessible entries to the building are
provided on both the upper and lower
levels, and all spaces within the
building are now accessible. An
assistive listening system provides
accessibility for the hearing-impaired.

The reoriented worship space allows
the congregation to gather around the
altar and ambo, which are on a platform
that is both visible and accessible. The
music ministry is on risers to improve
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visibility and acoustics. The interior
was completely redone in the
American Prairie style, with new
cherry woodwork, porcelain tile floor,
new lighting, and a new sound system.
The room was carefully tuned to
provide the desired acoustical
environment by the subtle integration
of acoustical materials into the wall
finishes. Speakers for the sound system
are hidden behind columns of the same
acoustical fabric on either side of the
altar. The new lighting accentuates

the original building’s beautiful wood
beamed ceiling.

New windows were cut into the
existing walls to provide natural light
throughout the worship space. A
southwestern window that was a
constant source of glare was replaced
with a new, smaller stained glass rose
window. Architectural details from the
original church were incorporated into
the door surrounds at the main entry
and the eucharistic reservation chapel.
All liturgical furnishings were designed
and crafted by the same craftsman
in collaboration with the architect.
New furnishings included the altar,
ambo, tabernacle, processional cross,
candlesticks, and credence table.

The new eucharistic reservation
chapel provides a private room that
is accessible even when the worship
space is locked. Glass doors allow the
tabernacle to be seen upon entering the
worship space. The double doors can
also be opened and the chairs in the
assembly space rearranged for
eucharistic services.

Space constraints required that the
same room serve as both reconciliation
chapel and vesting sacristy. Located
near the baptismal font, the room was
carefully designed so that the vestments
were hidden behind two large oak
panels that enhance the sacramental
environment. The screen was also
custom designed, allowing it to be
transformed into a writing desk
so that the pastor could use this space
as a private study during the week.

The renovated church and new altar
were dedicated less than three years
after the first parish meeting. The speed
of this renovation was due largely to the
efforts of a very well organized
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chairwoman of the renovation
committee, a very efficient chairman
for the fund-raising effort, and an
enthusiastic pastor who helped his
parishioners understand the benefits

of a renovated worship space. Over

the past five years, this parish has

been enjoying the flexibility provided
by their new worship space. They have
frequently rearranged the seating for
various liturgical celebrations and have
enjoyed witnessing full-immersion adult
baptisms. The parish continues to thrive
and grow in their new space.

The success of the process used for
this project is best summed up in a letter
from the architect who serves on the
diocesan architecture & building
commission. After attending the

dedication, he wrote the following:
The synergy of professionals, leadership,
architectural design, and trust are made
visible by the beauty of the new worship
space .... The process remains as a beautiful
memory, the Church stands as witness
of what can be if creativity in the process
and in the product are joined.
James Hundt, AIA, NCARB, has been
involved in the design and construction
of religious structures since 1980. He
graduated from the McGill University
School of Architecture in Montreal
and completed studies at the Catholic
Theological Union, Institute of Liturgical
Consultants. His practice is located in
Clifton Park, N.Y. Visit his website at
www.jameshundt.com.
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