St. Mel’s Cathedral

'The Gym to a Cathedral -

and back again every week

By Neil Halligan

It’s six o’clock on a Friday
evening; the weather is begin-
ning to turn cold and the stu-
dents and teachers at St. Mel’s
College are long gone home
for the weekend. However, in
one section of the educational
campus, it’s a hive of activity
for six men who are busy at
work.

Twelve months ago, none
of the team of people led by
David Shannon expected to be
inside the school’s sports hall,
transforming it into St. Mel’s
Cathedral Centre.

But after the events of De-
cember 25 unfolded, the lives
of all Longfordians changed
forever. Among those at the
centre of the hectic days and
months that followed was
parish administrator, Fr Tom
Healy.

“By 8 o’clock, our initial
thought was that Christmas
was cancelled and people were
going to have to go to New-
townforbes or Edgeworths-
town or Killoe to go to Mass,”
said Fr Healy.

“You must remember we
lost everything, so we didn’t
have a chalice or a book, or
vestments, or altar wine, or
anything. Everything that we
had was gone.

“However, by half nine it
struck me that there was a real
need for people to somehow
gather, that this was a shared
grief — the community had
lost something very dear and
that there was a great need to
assemble and to be together,”
he added, and the first Mass
after the fire took place in the
shadow of the Cathedral, in the
Temperance Hall.

“I remember the choir’s mu-
sic that morning just lifting our
hearts. I have no idea to this
day where the vestments or
chalices came out of .

“That half eleven Mass and
the one o’clock Mass were
highly memorable for the emo-
tion of the loss and the com-
mon bond,” he recalled.

Sundays, however, were far
too busy to consider the Tem-
perance Hall as a long term re-
placement, and just days after
the fire, plans were already be-
ing drawn up for a new location
to celebrate weekend Mass.

“There’s something sacred
about a venue where people
can gather. It did occur to me
on those days that some hun-
dreds of people would have
come every day to the Cathe-
dral, whether it was for two
minutes or for an hour. It was a
place that was very welcoming
and that an awful lot of people
dropped into,” said Fr. Healy.

Other venues like the army
barracks or an industrial unit
might have been briefly con-
sidered, but in St. Mel’s Col-
lege, the parish had facilities
that would provide the perfect
fit for its needs.

The school’s  principal,
Damian Cunningham, contact-
ed the bishop, and among the
first places to be visited on that
Monday — three days after the
fire — was the college’s chapel.

For years it was the venue
where boarders attended Mass,
but since boarding has been
discontinued, it had been large-
ly unused.

Minor repairs and upgrades
were carried out (roof fixed,
paint job, new heating system,
seats restored, new sound and
lighting system, baptismal font,
notice board and signage erect-
ed) and within three weeks, it
was open to the public and is
used for daily Mass.

“It has a lovely prayerful-
ness about it. Lots of people
go down there every day,” re-
marked Fr Healy.

The second venue on their
visit was the gym. This, says Fr
Healy, required more effort.

Many hands make light work! Left to right: Mona
Considine, Sean Gallogly, Ursula Bowler, Ronan Nugent,
Edwin Kiernan, Ruth McGarry, David Farrell, Brian Lyons,
Sive McGuinness, Frank McKiernan (Jnr), Thomas Farrell,
Eleanor McKiernan, Frank McKiernan, Noel Strange

Work on St. Mel’s College
Chapel begins.

“We knew that we needed
help. I remember on that Mon-
day saying that we needed peo-
ple around us,” said Fr Tom,
and the next day over 20 people
from the Parish, Temperance
Hall and Finance committees
formed sub committees to chart
the road ahead.

In order to create a new ven-
ue from what effectively was a
blank canvas, people with ex-
perience in theatre were drafted
in.

Mona Considine, member
of the Temperance Hall com-
mittee, and manager of Back-
stage Theatre, brought in Noel
Strange and Eddie Kiernan to

Everything is taking shape in the College Chapel.

help transform the school’s
sports hall.

“They conceived this whole
idea that it could be more than
just a boring building. It’s a
gym Monday to Friday and at
the weekend it’s transformed
into a lovely religious theatre.
I think it was a tour de force re-
ally,” said Fr Healy.

Noel, using his graphic de-
sign experience, recreated the
famous ‘The Second Coming’
tapestry that hung behind the
altar in St. Mel’s Cathedral, as
well as the Harry Clarke Stu-
dio stained glass windows that
adorned the transepts.

Images of the statues that

stood behind the altar and rep-
lica pillars were also created by
the design team to help seal a
connection with the Cathedral.

The design team aside, there
was a huge community effort
around bringing together what
the parish has today. Commit-
tees met throughout the months
of January and February, with
many people — too many to
mention one-by-one - putting
in long hours.

Eventually, on February 19"
this year, St. Mel’s Cathedral
Centre was formally opened to
the public with Mass by Bishop
Colm.

“I think the tapestries are

extremely clever,” Fr Healy
remarked. “The first evening I
think people thought they were
arriving to an empty building
and I remember them being just
blown away by the artistic mer-
it of it, the warmth of it and the
whole sense of creating a con-
nection with the Cathedral.”

In those early weeks, teams
of 20 or so gathered each Fri-
day and Sunday to transform
the hall into a place fit for wor-
ship.

Nowadays, David Shannon
and his team of five come to-
gether at six o’clock on Friday
to undertake a precision-like
two and a half hour operation,
which includes setting out 720
chairs and assembling a 29-
piece stage that becomes the
altar, and again on Sunday af-
ternoon/evening to return it to
its original use.

“It took us a lot longer when
we started off, but we have a
complete system and every-
body knows what to do,” said
David. “There’s no talking, no
telling, and you have to stay
ahead of the next guy so there’s
no hold-up in the process. We
have some very, very good lads
here.”

It’s not a year-round job,
however, as the crew get a
break when the school breaks
for holidays, which includes
this Christmas, a time that’s un-
doubtedly going to be poignant
for parishioners in Longford.

None more so than this year’s
Midnight Mass, which was the
last ceremony to be held in St.
Mel’s Cathedral.

“We realise the space is a bit
tighter, but there’s an assembly
hall where we will use sound
and video link,” said Fr Healy.

Meanwhile the Cathedral
itself won’t be draped in dark-
ness, new floodlighting will be
installed, and a star to symbol-
ize hope for the future. And,
most noticeably — particularly
for those around town — the
bells will chime once more.

Sanctuary area is assembled.





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


