Design stories

Sheffield Buddhist Centre
Sheffield Buddhist Centre created a warm and peaceful space
through their sensitive transformation of a former Roman
Catholic church for their growing Buddhist community.
The Place of Worship

The Sheffield Buddhist Centre is based in a grade II listed building, a former
Roman Catholic church of the Gothic revival style dating from 1870, which
is situated in two acres of garden in the hills of Sheffield. The church was
bought, refurbished and is now run as a practising Buddhist Centre by
members of the Triratna Buddhist Community.

The need for change

The group’s challenge was to transform this former church, badly
in need of refurbishment, into a functional and welcoming space to
host the Sheffield Buddhist Centre, and to provide living quarters for
a small residential community.
The roof of the chapel was in need of repairs and the acoustic
quality of the chapel, which was ideal for projecting the sound of
Catholic hymns, was not suitable for Buddhist meditation. It was also
quite cold.
As a former Catholic church, the building contained iconography that
needed to be respectfully removed, and new iconography
representing Buddhist traditions had to be sensitively introduced.
They were also keen to transform the feeling of the building, from
quite a cold place, to one of various warm and welcoming spaces
that reflected their Buddhist practice.

Key principles & vision

The guiding vision for the building was for a quiet, peaceful and
welcoming centre for a growing local Buddhist community, where
people could be introduced to and practice Buddhist teachings.
It was also important that the qualities of the spaces should help
embody the values of these teachings.
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Engaging the community
Tapping into the skills of the community
There is a strong tradition of giving within Buddhist practice. Members of
the Sheffield Buddhist Centre community were actively involved in
undertaking the building work required and in raising funds for the work.
A number of working groups were formed that drew on the skills and
talents of their community. Members were involved in different
activities including: developing the plans for the residential quarters,
planning the colour scheme for internal spaces, cultivating the garden and
other manual labour. New iconography was created by local Buddhist
artists.

Building trust with the local community
With the benefit of hindsight, the group realised that their focus on
engagement within the Buddhist community, and not the surrounding local
community led to some problems. Some local people welcomed the
building being brought back to life, but there were also concerns about the
change to a different faith use.
The decision to replace the damaged bell in the belfry with a gold statue
of the Buddha led to tensions locally and rumours circulated about what
changes the Centre were making. Meetings with concerned parties helped
to allay fears and new relationships were formed. However, much anxiety
could have been avoided had the conversation with local people started
before rumours had circulated.
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Key design features

Changing iconography
What was previously a Catholic
chapel, was transformed into the
great hall of the Buddhist Centre.
The group removed the paintings
and artefacts of the Catholic faith
and introduced a representation of
the Buddha. Local artists designed
and produced the statue and the
mural on the wall.

Quiet peaceful garden
Another working group led the
transformation of the garden into a
quiet, peaceful space. The planting
and landscaping aimed to create a
pleasant space for reflection yearround, with robust plants that
would flourish year on year and not
require a great deal of
maintenance.
Special attention was given to the
mix colours in the planting to
reflect the colours of the stained
glass windows in the great hall.

Use of colour
Warm, earthy colours were used
throughout the building. This was
guided by a carefully considered
colour plan for the building,
developed by a dedicated
working group.
Colour is used to help guide people
through spaces and to respond to
the heritage of the building,
unifying the old and the new. In the
great hall, the wall mural created
nods to the existing stained glass
windows and their geometric
pattern.

Comfort and acoustics
One of the largest investments was
in the underfloor heating and the
laying of new wooden flooring in
the hall. The heating has made the
space much warmer and more cost
effective to heat, while the light
shade of the wood contributes to
the sense of light in the hall.
An acoustic treatment of the hall
was absolutely essential to make it
an appropriate gathering space for
spiritual practice. Acoustic panels
were put on the walls and a special
insulation foam was applied to the
ceiling which softens the acoustic
environment.
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Reflections from Sheffield Buddhist Centre
“The conversion of this historic building was an ambitious project,
that proved to be transformative for our community. It has given us
a public facility where we can host meditation, Buddhist study and
friendship. The building already had a history as a public gathering
place and we benefited from that lineage. We have the capacity to
welcome anyone in the Sheffield region who wants to learn about
Buddhism. We also have permanent accommodation, home for a
few practising Buddhists who choose to live at the Buddhist Centre.
This means the building is always warm - literally and
metaphorically.
The interior has an aesthetic quality which has a direct positive
effect on people’s states of mind. We were careful with the
technical design and found a way of improving the acoustics and
heating within the great hall. It all contributed to a popular
community space, with many commenting on the friendly and
inviting atmosphere. No charges are made for Buddhist Centre
events - we rely on the generosity of those who attend and that led
to the successful purchase and upkeep of the building.”

Top tips
•

A clear vision informed by shared •
values can help inform and support
the process for change.

•

It is important to have a clear
project leader/manager with
authority to make decisions

•

Working groups are helpful to
provide leadership and focused
work on specific elements of the
project

•

Don’t underestimate the
importance of speaking to local
people. They are more likely to
oppose plans if they do not know
enough about them and can
become your champions if invited
into the conversation.
Identify early on which elements of
the project require external
specialist expertise and which can
be done by your group.

Learn more about Sheffield Buddhist Centre:
www.sheffieldbuddhistcentre.org

This is one of a series of stories written by Louise Dredge and Sophia de Sousa
(The Glass-House Community Led Design) and Stephen Smith (Wright & Wright
Architects) on behalf of the Empowering Design Practices project.
Empowering Design Practices is a five year collaborative action research project
that explores how community-led design can help empower those who look after
historic places of worship to create more open, vibrant and sustainable places
that respect and enhance their heritage. empoweringdesign.net

Our thanks to Sheffield Buddhist Centre for their generosity in welcoming our
team to their building to learn from their experience of undertaking a design
project.
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