Design stories

St. Michael & All Angels,
Witton Gilbert
The rural church of St. Michael & All Angels worked with their local
community to make their building more open, accessible and flexible
and create a space that would support health and wellbeing.
The Place of Worship

Tucked away in Witton Gilbert, a village outside Durham, is the Grade II listed
Anglican parish church of St. Michael and All Angels, where it has stood for over
800 years. It sits surrounded by natural beauty, with a churchyard bordering on
Witton Dene, a parkland that rises from the river below. Many generations have
used the building and made changes to it in order to best respond to their needs
and to reflect their approach to worship at the given time.

The need for change

St Michael’s wanted to make physical changes to their building
which are not uncommon in reordering projects. As well as a need
for urgent repairs to their roof, they wanted to improve accessibility,
create a more flexible gathering space, and make the building more
comfortable and welcoming with the addition of toilet and kitchen
facilities.

Key principles & vision

Their vision for a quiet Breathing Space, a project to help people find
health and wellbeing, emerged from an open and frank
conversation about what and whom the building is for. The church
worked with a local community group to develop the plans.
The starting point was firmly rooted in an understanding of what this
particular church and its context have to offer: what makes the place
special. The context of their natural surroundings and peaceful setting
was fundamental to this.
One of their guiding principles was openness. They wanted to make
the church and churchyard feel open and welcoming to all, and they
were determined not to build unnecessary walls or divisions,
metaphorically, spiritually or physically.
The group also committed to keeping the church open while building
work was being carried out.
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Engaging the community
Creating a safe, open space for discussion
Their design process began with a conversation.
One of the special qualities of their approach to
engagement is that they made time to speak to
people individually: “We gave an hour at least to
everybody who wanted to have a conversation.”
In events with larger numbers of people, the group
created a “rainbow line of opinions” asking two
people with opposing views to stand at either
end of an imaginary or physical rainbow line, and
other people to position themselves along the
line according to their level of agreement with the
proposed idea or approach. This helped people
express their positions visually and gave a better
understanding of how people felt, and the range
of perspectives within the group.

Testing ideas
To get a better sense of what removing the pews
would look and feel like, it was agreed to first
remove them from the side aisle. This helped
the group realise that they could create enough
open space without removing all of the pews and
compromising the qualities of the church interior
or the practicalities of a church service.
They also tested their options for flexible
seating by inviting the chair manufacturer to bring
a sample of various models to the church. People
were invited to contribute their views on what
they felt was the best fit, considering questions of
comfort, robustness, ease of storage and moving
around, and how they would look alongside the
existing furniture in the building.

Creative fundraising
The group created a fundraising initiative called
‘Your name in the sky’ to support the installation
of a new roof. Local people were invited to buy a
roof slate on which they could inscribe their name.
Placing your name (and yourself) a bit closer to
heaven was both playful and a spiritually
evocative notion. This initiative allowed local
people to feel invested in the church’s
transformation and future with a small financial
contribution of five pounds per person.
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Key design features

Creating extra space
An extension to either side of the
existing porch was built, which
created significant extra space for
a toilet, office, and utility storage
cupboard.
The stone used on the extension
was sourced from an old ice cream
parlour in Leeds to blend
seamlessly into the existing
stonework.

Unlocking space with new seating
The removal of pews from the side
aisle created a flexible space for
different activities. The
congregation, which is thriving at
St Michael & All Angels, were keen
not to lose seating space for their
services, so they committed to
ensuring that their foldable chairs
would seat as many as the pews
they removed had. They invested
in high quality foldable chairs to
provide both seating for services,
and flexible arrangement of seating
for a range of activities in the aisle.
The chairs fold and stack neatly on
a rack.

Combining spaces: the kitchen and
vestry
After a considered exploration, the
group decided that the vestry could
share the space with the kitchen,
when they established that the
uses they envisaged for the kitchen
would neither damage the religious
vestments nor put them at risk.
Clever built-in cupboards were
created to store the vestments,
which also provides a functional
countertop when closed.

Practical connections
The installation of a kitchen hatch
provides a practical link through to
the side aisle where more
flexible uses can be accommodated and allows things to be easily
passed through the two spaces.
The hatch can be locked shut,
which helps to keep the kitchen/
vestry space secure when it is not
in use.
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Reflections from St. Michael & All Angels

“The church, as a building, has moved from being open for more or less
an hour twice a week, to being open seven days a week. It is not just a
place of Christian worship but has become a social hub for the village
and other beneficiaries.
The flexible community space has enabled health and wellbeing
activities to take place, run by our Breathing Space Charity. These
include mindfulness, art, folk singing, creative writing, Men’s Shed for
homeless men and those with addiction problems, and Woodland
wonders – a forest school for children. It has allowed us to worship in
different formats, introducing informal services with periods for
discussion, eating together on Maundy Thursday and have tea and
coffee after the main service each Sunday. It also allows us to
increase capacity at occasional services.

Top tips
•
•
•
•

Think big vision to get the small
•
things done
Think in phases, and use your vision
to support small steps
Reach out and build partnerships
•
Acknowledge and thank people for
their contribution

Get your most vociferous
opponents involved, help them to
understand your position and give
them a voice in decision-making
Ask the Architect to go through the
final design in person and challenge
anything you are not happy with.

Learn more about St Michael & All Angels & Breathing Space:

www.stmichaelwg.org.uk
www.breathingspace.org.uk

The alterations have given us the confidence to open the church
building every day of the week for passers by, dog walkers and cyclists
to have a cup of tea/coffee and to provide a haven of peace for people
who simply want a quiet place to pause, ponder and reflect.”

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. Michael & All Angels 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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