Design stories

St. Luke’s Church, Oxford
St. Luke’s Church reimagined their building from the ground up in
order to create a shared community space and place of worship, and
tackle flood risks.
The Place of Worship

Located in the Cold Harbour suburb of South Oxford, St Luke’s serves as both a
place of worship and a community centre in equal measure. The original church
was built in the 1930s as a mission church that would support a new community
established by the construction of a new housing estate. Nestled within this
housing, the site posed a significant technical design challenge as it lies within a
flood plain with a very high risk of flooding.

The need for change

The ‘Big Project’ was launched in 2009 to transform the old
building, which felt closed off to the community. Since this part of
the city has few other public amenities, the building was seen to be
a vital part of community life and the redevelopment would create
the opportunity to host a greater range of activities for a greater
number of people. The church had only one big space so
secondary spaces were needed to allow for different activities to
happen simultaneously. The group also wanted a new and improved
kitchen facility, better disabled access and toilets, increased office
space and additional storage.
The site was subject to various plans for redevelopment, including
demolition and the construction of new housing. However, a
turning point came with the idea from the steering group to retain
the unique timber structure, the viability of which was then
confirmed by a structural engineer. This presented a significant cost
saving and spurred on the project to focus on an imaginative reuse
of the space.

Key principles & vision

The ethos and values of the building are based on the vision of ‘love
in action’ in serving the community, which guided the redevelopment
of the church.
The memory of the hall was carried through in the redesign of the
building by the reuse of the timber structure. The design
incorporates symbolic elements such as the cross in a sensitive and
meaningful way, including on the gable of the building exterior.
1

St. Luke’s Church, Oxford
Engaging the community

The project group worked hard to keep the
project in the public eye and in the local
newspaper. The committee produced regular
newsletters and displayed photographs of the
work progressing on site.

Young people as champions
Young people from the local area were the catalyst
for the whole project and were integral to the
engagement process around the project.

Community events throughout the process
There were numerous events for local people to
help build interest in the plans for the space, raise
funds and stimulate an interest in potential future
uses.

They successfully bid for a grant of £50,000 from
the Youth Capital Fund for a chill-out area, which
subsequently led to bigger ideas for the rest of the
building and helped the project to secure further
funding.

One example of such events was their themed
summer fete held in 2012 called ‘Pigs can Fly’,
which had a hog roast, a mini ‘pig-Olym’pigs’ and a
giant piggy bank made by children.

Photos courtesy of St. Luke’s

Using engaging communication
The group had fun ideas for outreach and
engagement. A graphic designer within the team
was a key asset to make printed material look
professional and appealing.
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Key design features

Bright, light spaces
The design of the new structure
has created spaces that are light
and bright, with large, tall windows
that have a strong connection to
the street and echo the tall
windows of traditional church
buildings. New roof lights have
been added which brighten the
heavy timber roof and offer views
to the sky. New windows and
rooflights flood the space with
light.

A dedicated space for young
people
The Chill Out Room is a dedicated
space for young people of the
community and contains a jukebox,
soft seating and games.
The space has its own coffee point
and a large sink to support messy
activities.

Character and identity
The re-use of the existing timber
roof structure has helped to retain
a sense of the character and history
of the older building.
Religious iconography has also
been incorporated into the building
in thoughtful ways. Custom-made
artworks bring colour, vibrancy
and a special character to the main
space. The identity of this space
as a place of worship is evident in
the painting of the Last Supper, a
painted cross in a Latin American
style, and a simple timber cross
affixed to the walls.

Security and enclosure
The new porch provides covered
protection but there is no lobby
to buffer the principal space; this
means that the movement of
people to and from the main space
can be clearly observed.
The raised floor level creates a
disconnection from the street and
a feeling of secure separation. The
building is designated as a place of
refuge by the Environment Agency
because of its raised floor.
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Reflections from St. Luke’s Church
“We knew we were going to get a nice new, practical
building – but we didn’t know it was going to be so stylish – and
such an inspiration. An elderly lady told me that she once came
to a Christening in the old building (little more than a scout hut,
really) and said “I thought I‘d come to the wrong place - it looked
just like a jumble sale!”. Getting rid of all the clutter created a
new space with lots of potential to be creative.
We love our “new” building, even more than three years on – and
we want to take care of it. We want to learn how best to work in
the kitchen, so we’ve trained a large number of volunteers in food
safety. We like showing it off and telling everyone the story of
how our building was transformed without losing its soul. Quite
a good image of what we’re about as a Christian community! And
our neighbours are pleased to be able to come inside to enjoy art,
music, parties, social gatherings or meetings of their own – so the
whole community benefit.”

Top tips
•
•
•
•
•

Capture people’s imaginations visualising the project is important
for communication and fundraising
Ensure you have a mix of skills on
board and get people involved as
early as possible
Engage the community early on
and continuously through the
project
Be clear about who you are and
your values
Divide responsibilities and respect
each other’s skills

•
•
•
•
•
•

Patience and persistence are useful
qualities
Consider flexibility in the design of
your project
Build in contingency into your
project planning
Design to allow for a mix of as many
groups/users as possible
Think about phasing the project
Lottery funding can be useful
early on but develop other funding
streams

Learn more about St. Luke’s:
http://stlukesoxford.org.uk

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 St. Luke’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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