
St. Patrick’s Episcopal Church  July 1, 2017

ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY AND DESIGN 
OF ST. PATRICK’S EPISCOPAL CHURCH 

The	original	Christian	meeting	places	had	no	pews,	stained	glass	windows,	steeples,	or	altar.		St.	
Patrick’s	Episcopal	Church	emulates	this	<irst	century	simplicity.		Begun	as	a	mission	church,	the	
foundation	of	St.	Patrick’s	is	built	on	a	rock,	revealed	from	an	earlier	earthquake	on	the	property,	
a	purposeful	allusion	to	St.	Peter,	with	prayers	that	our	church	will	ful<ill	God’s	charge	to	us	all.			

This	property	was	<irst	inhabited	by	Native	Americans	of	the	Catawba	tribe.		Arrowheads	were	
discovered	during	the	construction	of	our	building.		Settled	by	the	Scotch	Irish	Presbyterians,	a	
legend	claims	that	the	<irst	baby	of	these	settlers	was	born	in	the	vicinity	of	the	creek	on	this	
property.	

The	exterior	design	of	St.	Patrick’s	is	intentionally	meant	to	re<lect	that	we	are	born	of	the	
agricultural	heritage	of	Iredell	county.		When	we	acquired	the	
property,	there	was	a	small,	white	farmhouse	on	the	property.			The	
architectural	design	of	St.	Patrick’s	pays	tribute	to	this	origin,	while	
extending	to	re<lect	the	exterior	design	of	a	traditional	17th	century	
North	Carolina	farmhouse.			

The	interior	design,	two	stories	long	and	rectangular,	evolved	from	
and	was	based	upon	the	traditional	earliest	Christian	worship	spaces,	
the	original	1st	century	Roman	basilicas	commissioned	by	
Constantine.		The	cloister,	a	traditional	transition	from	the	outside	
and	sheltering	us	from	the	street,	has	historically	provided	a	place	of	
gathering	and	facilitates	encounters	among	the	people.		St.	Patrick’s	
cloister	provides	such	a	space	for	our	congregation.		Our	cloister	is	
enclosed	with	large	windows	for	practical	purposes,	differing	from	
the	traditional		open	design.		Congregants	move	from	the	cloister	into	
the	Narthex,	as	we	become	quiet	and	prepare	to	enter	the	sanctuary.		
The	Narthex	opens	to	the	Knave	through	two	massive	doors,	as	a	
transition	from	the	physical	space	to	a	spiritual	space.		The	doors	are	
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“Imagination Tree” under which the 
founders of the church gathered to 
dream and plan for St. Patrick’s 
architectural design

The exterior design of St. 
Patrick’s reflects the design of a 
traditional 17th century North 
Carolina farmhouse 
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made	of	a	strong,	durable	wood	of	tremendous	height,	representing	the	transition	to	the	spiritual.		
Left	open,	these	doors	could	provide	expanded	seating,	when	needed.	

Both	intimate	and	transcendent,	a	modernized	Central	Knave	has	no	columns	that	would	block	
the	view.		The	tall	ceilings	allow	for	central	windows	that	brighten	the	space.		Some	parishioners	
want	to	worship	in	darker	areas	of	the	sanctuary	and	others	in	light.		This	design	allows	
parishioners	to	worship	in	their	desired	areas.	The	central	space	is	crowned	with	clerestory	

windows	along	the	ceiling,	reminiscent	of	the	Church	of	the	Nativity	in	Bethlehem.		The	light	
shining	through	the	windows	provides	light	and	forms	crosses	across	the	walls	as	the	sun	hits	
them.	The	prominent	cross	on	the	large	window	above	the	stone	wall	is	a	Byzantine	cross,	
representing	the	thieves	cruci<ied	with	Christ.		The	sanctuary	brings	in	natural	light	so	we	can	
continually	view	the	glory	of	creation	and	glorify	the	Creator,	best	viewed	through	clear	glass	
panes.		The	large	oak	trees	seen	from	the	sanctuary	express	the	eternity	of	God’s	love.		

The	massive	traditional	cross	beams	in	the	ceiling	are	designed	to	resemble	the	hull	of	an	
inverted	great	ship.		Impressionistic	in	design,	the	beams	re<lect	the	Gothic	Revival	style	of	an	
English	parish	church.		The	part	of	the	church	where	the	congregation	sits	is	called	the	nave,	
coming	from	the	Latin	navies,	meaning	ship.		Our	ceiling	is	the	symbolic	hull	of	the	ship.			

Entering	the	sanctuary,	opposite	the	large	doors,	the	impressive	stone	wall	is	curved	to	suggest	a	
part	of	a	circle	that	continues	on	outside.		Some	of	
the	stones	in	the	wall	were	brought	from	the	
Jordan	River	to	repeat	the	symbolism	of	eternity	
and	reference	the	use	of	stones	placed	on	graves	
in	the	Middle	East.		Within	the	wall	is	the	small	
window	where	the	red	candle	is	always	lit,	
signifying	the	light	of	Christ.		Red	preserves	the	
divine	light	of	Christ	as	the	light	to	humankind.		
The	aumbry	stores	the	sacrament.	The	eternal	
circle	of	the	wall	is	a	manifestation	of	the	mission	
of	St.	Patrick’s,	unity	and	wholeness:	the	Alpha	
and	the	Omega.			

The	<loor	is	created	of	a	plain,	grey	concrete,	
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The sanctuary design brings 
in natural light so we can 
continually view the glory of 
creation and glorify the 
Creator, best viewed through 
clear glass panes. 
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intentionally	left	uncovered.		A	simple	<loor,	as	
it	would	have	been	in	a	<irst	century	Christian	
church;	it	is	unassuming	and	humble.		The	
design	is	meant	to	ground	us	to	the	cold	
starkness	of	
the	world	of	
the	oppressed	
and	those	in	
need.		

Encouraging	
us	to	be	
interactive,	
there	are	no	
pews,	
allowing	for	a	
<lexible	
seating	arrangement.		A	congregation,	
con<ined	in	pews,	is	not	consistent	with	our	
mission	to	serve	the	world	as	Christ	does.		We	

are	born	free	and	the	<lexible	seating	is	to	remind	us	that	we	remain	free	to	serve	Christ.		
Throughout	the	liturgical	year,	we	are	sometimes	in	traditional	rows	and	columns,	facing	the	
stone	wall.		At	other	times,	we	are	seated	around	the	altar	consistent	with	incarnational	theology.	

Extending	along	the	stone	semi-circular	wall,	we	reach	the	baptismal	font	and	continue	on	
outside	to	the	columbarium	with	a	waterfall	on	the	side,	representative	of	our	human	movement	
from	birth	to	death.	The	tower,	seen	from	the	exterior,	serves	to	point	out	
the	location	of	the	baptismal	font,	beneath	the	tower	in	the	interior	of	
the	sanctuary.		During	the	day,	God’s	natural	light	shines	on	the	
baptismal	font	perpetually.		The	light	in	the	tower	is	intended	to	remain	
lit	throughout	the	night,	continuing	the	eternal	lighting	of	the	baptismal	
font.		St.Patrick’s	tower	includes	windows	with	mullions	that	form	the	
shape	of	the	cross.		The	tower	points	silently	heavenward.				

At	the	side	of	the	property	there	
is	a	large	rock	outcropping	
protruding	from	the	ground.			
Historically,	this	out	cropping	
formed	the	foundation	for	a	
platform	used	for	slave	auctions	
in	the	18th	century.		Enslaved	
people	were	taken	off	the	train	
that	ran	on	the	tracks	that	still	
operate	a	few	hundred	feet	from	
our	property,	explaining	the	name	of	this	area,	Mount	
Mourne,	suggesting	sorrow.			Historically,	at	one	point,	
there	were	more	enslaved	people	in	Iredell	County	than	
free.		This	section	of	our	property,	once	the	site	of	so	
much	evil,	is	now	hallowed	ground.		Originally,	there	was	
the	hope	for	the	creation	of	a	reconciliation	center	on	the	
spot.		Hopefully,	we	can	pursue	creating	a	plaque	
recognizing	the	suffering	once	on	this	now-sacred	spot.		A	
reconciliation	garden,	surrounding	the	rock,	might	be	
considered	in	the	future.	
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  “A congregation, 
confined in pews, 
is not consistent 
with our mission 
to serve the world 
as Christ does.”

Exterior wall merges with the circle of oak trees to make 
a big circle. The large oak trees seen from the sanctuary 
express the eternity of God’s love. A portion of our 
property sold for use as a medical building is consistent 
with this belief, as God heals the sick. 

Tower under which the baptismal font is 
located getting eternal light during day and 
night
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St.	Patrick’s	was	always	intended	to	be	a	living	church,	and	this	is	fully	re<lected	in	its	design.		As	
in	all	things	living,	change	is	inevitable,	depicting	God’s	intent	that	we	continue	to	develop.		A	
portion	of	our	property	sold	for	use	as	a	medical	building	is	consistent	with	this	belief,	as	God	
heals	the	sick.		All	of	our	property	is	intended	as	a	place	of	healing.	God	evolves	with	us	through	
life.		It	is	our	prayer	that	the	sacred	space	of	St.	Patrick’s	will	also	evolve	and	become	a	place	of	
spiritual	awareness	to	many.			

St.	Patrick’s	Episcopal	Church	building	was	crafted	as	a	
building	devoted	to	the	service	and	glory	of	God,	based	
on	Anglican	tradition	and	culture	as	well	as	Christian	
aesthetics.		It	is	here	that	we	seek	to	incarnate	
sacri<icial	love	and	work	to	bring	pastoral	care	to	the	
outside	world. 

Compiled	by	a	parishioner	from	an	oral	interview	with	Dr.	M.	A.	Gardiner,	Construction	Chairperson,	St.	Patrick’s	Episcopal	
Church	with	our	deepest	appreciation	for	her	outstanding	work.	
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The large rock area where auctions of enslaved 
people were held, covered during excavation of 
the construction site

 Columbarium surrounded by 12 flowering trees, symbolizing the 
12 apostles.  The waterfall at the end of it is connected to the 
stream on the property, connecting the water of life in the 
baptismal font  in the sanctuary to the columbarium waterfall of 
eternal life


