
Design project stories

St Benedict’s Church took steps towards a sustainable future through 
clever changes to their building to accommodate more flexible and 
inclusive uses.  

The Place of Worship
St. Benedict’s Church is a Grade I listed medieval church in the ancient town of 
Glastonbury. A church has existed on this site since 1091 and the church as it 
stands today consists of substantial elements from the 14th and 15th centuries, a 
number of phases of restoration in the Victorian era, a 20th century extension, as 
well as the most recent transformation completed in 2015. Situated on an island 
site to the west of Glastonbury town centre, the church was originally dedicated to 
St Benignus up until the 17th century, when this was changed to St. Benedict.

The need for change
The building was underused, with a loyal but ageing congregation 
who wished to ensure a sustainable future and create new  
opportunities for local groups and activities, in particular the local 
Church of England junior school located across the road. 

Access into and around the church was complex and hard to  
navigate. The services were in need of upgrading to reduce energy 
and running costs. 

In 2004-5, the congregation began to explore how they could  
improve the building and how they might fund and develop such a 
project.

Key principles & vision
In beginning their journey, the church leaders looked at 
precedents to inform and inspire their thinking, visiting other historic 
places of worship where some reordering had taken place. 

In order to help fund the extensive work on the building, the  
difficult decision was made to sell the church hall, a standalone  
building, along with three adjacent cottages owned by the church. 
This meant a two-phase approach to the transformation - with the 
first phase providing a new kitchen and toilet facilities.  
 
Following a brief pause in developing the wider project in 2011, a 
reinvigorated group began to build on the mission of the church and 
created a vision for the overall reordering project, whose key tenets 
were to facilitate hospitality and education.
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Engaging the community 

Including people in the journey
In the early stages of thinking and development, a 
steering group was set up which included 
representatives from the Parochial Church Council 
(PCC), churchwardens, clergy and members of the 
congregation.

The close knit congregation was guided by a sense 
of mutual respect and love, and while not all were 
in agreement with the changes proposed, they 
managed to bring these people with them in the 
process through these shared values.
 

Responding to challenges and delays
Not unusually for a design and building project, 
there were various challenges in the process that 
affected the progress of the works. The church 
was required to facilitate archaeological surveys 
as part of the project and the status of their listed 
building was upgraded from a Grade II* to Grade 
I as their plans were being developed. There were 
also conflicting opinions about what aspects of the 
building could be altered which required continual 
review and resolution with stakeholders. A series 
of question and answer presentations were held 
with the congregation to discuss emerging issues 
and consult on decisions being made.

A constant presence
The project manager, church warden Ivor, was on 
site for the duration of the building phase, which 
helped to manage relationships with  
contractors and consultants and address issues  
as they emerged.  
 
This was also helpful in keeping the congregation 
and other stakeholders updated and informed 
throughout with a consistent and trustworthy 
contact point.
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Key design features 
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Access and services 
Two of the key priorities for the renovation project 
were to make the space fully accessible to those with 
mobility needs and provide the facilities (kitchen and 
toilets) that were lost with the sale of the church hall. 
A new kitchen and accessible toilet facilities were 
installed in an initial phase of renovation in 2010, 
in an ancillary space to the north east of the nave.

In the second phase of work, from 2012-2014, to 
make the building accessible, the main entrance to 
the church was reinstated at the western end, with 
a new ramp subtly inserted either side of the  
existing step access to the main floor level. The 
previous principal entrance on the north side, 
which opened, somewhat precariously, straight 
out onto a road, was closed up and its porch is 
now used for chair storage.
 

Open, connected spaces 
The reworking involved the installation of an  
underfloor heating system that has helped to 
make the church more habitable and enabled 
more regular use. The (former) separation  
between different spaces in the main body of the 
building has been broken down by the addition of 
a new floating floor which creates a shared level 
floor across the chancel, nave, aisles and chapel,  
allowing ease of access and creating a stronger 
sense of connectedness. 

The removal of pews has also helped to enable  
different styles of worship and to enable other 
uses. Complementing this fluidity of space 
is the unifying white paint coating the walls and 
the addition of a clear glass door to the main  
entrance at the west end of the church.

Continuity of materials and craftsmanship
The quality of the materials used for the flooring 
and furniture was carefully considered to ensure 
continuity of the spaces, and to help create an  
atmosphere of warmth and natural beauty.  
Bespoke storage units, some of which are  
moveable, were commissioned to help solve  
common storage issues.  
 
A significant number of pews were removed and 
replaced with new chairs. The group chose the 
‘Theo’ chair, a design which won an award in the 
2012 ‘Design a Church Chair!’ competition run by 
the Church Buildings Council.
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Reflections from St. Benedict’s Top tips
“The changes at St Benedict’s have made a huge difference to the 
life of the church. They have allowed its members to reach out to 
the community far more confidently and pro-actively than before. 
The invitation ‘Come and see the new St Ben’s!’ is never far from 
our minds or our lips, for we feel that it is a place that deserves to 
be seen and experienced because of its uplifting effect on us,  
aesthetically, spiritually and practically. Services have become 
bolder, more diverse and thought-provoking, with our ‘Café 
Church’ leading the way.

Crucially, the reordering has also allowed us to find space for the 
gift of a grand piano, which has leant our worship a warmth,  
individuality and quality which sit well with the mission we  
identified for the church at the start of our journey. Fundraising 
concerts to repay refurbishment costs of the piano have been a 
great success. We rejoice in the diversity of the other groups  
using the ‘new’ church, whether it is the Friday soup-lunch  
regulars, the Wednesday Community Choir singers, or the  
youngsters from the school who feel so at home in their bright, 
warm space ‘just across the road’.”

Learn more about St. Benedict’s Church: 
www.stbens.ukpc.net

•	 Visiting other places of worship  
that have already undergone 
transformation can help to get your 
thinking started

•	 Build a relationship with your local 
school(s) and explore with them 
how they could use the building in 
different ways

•	 Try to get a dialogue going as soon 
as possible with your DAC (for 
Church of England churches) and 
with any amenity societies that will 
need to be consulted

•	 Change is scary but most people 
will eventually come round

•	 Take an active part in the tendering  
process to appoint your contractor 
to find someone who understands 
what the building means to you

•	 See the process as a spring clean 
that helps you to better understand 
your building and uncover new  
elements of its history

•	 Communicate with your  
congregation throughout, especially 
where there are delays along the 
way

•	 Keep an eye on the bigger picture - 
the church is bigger than all of us

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

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. 

Our thanks to St. Benedict’s Church for their generosity in welcoming our team to 
their building to learn from their experience of undertaking a design project. 
 
© Empowering Design Practices
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