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Foreword  
 
St. Colmcilleõs parish is always on the move, leading people closer to God in worship and 
Christian action.  In keeping with our patron we move forward as a missionary 
congregation, eager to follow his example of seeking out new challenges and co nscious 
of the Holy Spirit who leads Christians to spread the gospel by word and example.  As 
Colmcille wrote so long ago,  òWhat need we fear when God is near ï the King of night 
and day.ó 
 
A parish is a gathering of those who are conscious they are pilgri ms.  As a Catholic parish 
we follow the biblical calling to live alongside others in th is passing world.  The word 
òparishó means: òthose who live alongside othersó.  We live in this world with our eyes 
set on the world to come and witness to that new worl d of justice and peace and love.  
And here and now we recognise Godõs hand in Godõs creation and we rejoice in his 
presence today.  Our newly refurbished Church is a sign of our faith in Godõs presence 
today among us and a sign of our being called to fulfi lment in our eternal home in 
heaven.   
 
This account of the building and refurbishment of our church covers the historic period 
of the transition from Pope John Paul the Second to Pope Benedict the Sixteenth.  The 
heroic way in which the ailing John Paul d eparted from this life was a testimony to his 
faith in Godõs goodness and care for all people, healthy or ill, and also to his own 
personal acceptance of the will of God.  The elderly and housebound in this parish drew 
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great comfort and consolation from hi s example of a lived faith.   They responded to his 
call to pray together as a faith community  
 
Pope Benedict has written a wonderful encyclical Deus Caritas Est / God is Love , which 
helps greatly in giving direction to our charitable works.  He advises tha t we Catholics 
are to help all those in need whatever their origin, and we try to do so with competence 
and expertise, always remembering to respect the dignity of each person.  This booklet 
traces for us all how we here have tried to be faithful to Godõs call and to live by His 
Word. 

 
 
THE BUILDING AND REFURBISHMENT OF ST. COLMCILLEõS CHURCH 
 
The foundation stone for St. Colmcilleõs was laid on 25th August 1907 and was blessed by 
Bishop Henry Henry of Down and Connor.  In his sermon for the occasion, Bishop Henry 
spoke of his plans for the completion of the church, noting that it was intended that the 
church should seat a thousand people but, as yet, sufficient money was not available for 
its completion.  An Irish News reporter present on the same day reported that the 
churchõs Hiberno-Romanesque style of architecture had a financial advantage in that 
òthe construction being solid and bold, with no attempt at gaudiness or delicate tracery 
in stone, the cost of erection is practically limited to the material alone, which, though 
not in an altogether raw state, does not call for such  special preparation or elaborate 
sculpturing.ó 
 
Dr Henry did not live to se e the opening of St. Colmcilleõs.  It was his successor, Dr John 
Tohill, who presided at the opening and dedication of the church on Sunday, 25 th July 
1909.  Although the original plans had not been carried through because of insufficient 
funds, the Irish News described the opening as a òRed-Letter Event in Belfastõs Catholic 
Historyó.  High Mass was celebrated at 11am and Bishop Tohill congratulated all who had 
contributed financially, including many Protestant fellow -citizens.  
 
No significant developments took place in the decoration of the church until Robert 
MacAlister of Knock House bequeathed the sum of £5,000 to the parish in 1925.   It was 
decided that, rather than spending this money on completing the front of the church by 
adding porches and embellishing the drab exterior, it was more important to beautify 
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the interi or and to construct an apse.  The craftsmen and designers who undertook the 
work came from near and far: the architect of the new apse was Padraig Gregory, who 
also designed the Carrara marble high altar and the two side altars , which were built by 
the Ita lian firm of Vanucci & Fenille.  The mosaic design was by a Mr Oppenheimer of 
Manchester (Oppenheimerõs real name was Eric Newton.  He had changed it to his 
motherõs maiden name after the First World War in which he had served) and the 
stained- glass windows were made by Meyer & Co of Munich. 
 
Two published accounts show the admiration inspired by the improvements to the 
church and are worth quoting in full.  The first is from the Irish Weekly, as part of its 
series on the history of Belfast churches:  
 

òTo the passer-by the church of St. Colmcille is disappointing, but to the 
visitor it really is a revelation.  Although erected of splendid stone, its drab, 
unfinished front gives it an uninviting appearance and conveys no idea of the 
intense beauty that is wi thin.  St. Colmcilleõs is the unfinished symphony.  
Possibly in the whole of Ireland there is no more beautiful and no more Irish 
sanctuary than that which Father Napier has completed on the hill of 
Ballyhackamore. 
 
On entering the building, after viewing its temporary front, one is joyously 
astounded at the grandeur of its interior.  To see the arched doorway that 
leads from the High Altar is indeed compensation for the journeyé Neat and 
small of construction, it displays the most exquisite of Celtic desig ns, and of 
itself is of impressive beauty.   The doorway, however, so perfect in its form 
and mosaic decoration, is but a mere  fragment, as it were, of the 
majestically -adorned new circular apse which, li ke the church, is of the 
Celtic -Romanesque style of architecture.  Made of the best C arrara marble, 
the pure white of the three magnificent altars is relieved by the small light 
orange and cream-coloured pillars, while the simple beauty of their 
backgrounds goes to enhance and accentuate the splendour and grace of their 
construction.  
 
Of the two stained circular windows that look l ike large jewels in crosses of 
Celtic design beside the side altars a separate article might well be written.  
In harmony of colouring and perfection of design there is nothing to e qual 
them in Ireland, and the lovely arched recesses that contain the side windows 
whose colours fall upon the faces of these altars were indeed a happy 
inspiration.  
 
Apart from the delicate outlines and peaceful colouring of this unusually -
adorned apse, t he variety of the Celtic designs by which it is dressed is an 
education, and makes one wonder why we do not see more of our own Irish 
artistic decoration in our other buildings.  About it all there is a reverence 
that does not impress one in the stiff and gaudy stencil work so common in 
many of our other churches.  
 
Truly from the new church of St. Colmcille we have much to learn, and by 
the sight of its interior the citizen who pays it a visit is amply rewarded.  The 
communion rails of white marble, the lov ely statues on their graceful 
pedestals, the floor decorations of the sanctuary have all been made in 
perfect keeping with their surroundings, and it is to be hoped that Father 
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Napier, who cherishes the worthy ambition to have a church at 
Ballyhackamore th at, when completed, will be in fo rm and adornment a 
monument of Celtic art, may be assisted to see befittingly completed the 
good work that he has so well begunó. 

 
The contrast between the plain exterior and the ornate interior was also remarked on by 
the author of an article on St. Colmcilleõs published in Catholic Belfast in 1934: 
 
 

òProbably the most disappointing c hurch in outside appearance, 
St. Colmcilleõs more than redeems itself by the surprising beauty of its 
interior.  It sho uld be added, however, that its completion has been delayed 
and the bleak aspect of the temporary front gable will in time be made more 
in keeping with the general architecture of the church.  On entering, the eye 
is at once attracted to the magnificent Hi gh Altar of Carrara marble with 
which the dull bronze of candlesticks and the beautiful figures on the 
tabernacle door contrast in striking manner.  To each side of the carved 
reredos are two kneeling angelic figures.  Below the Altar table will be seen 
a fine carving in stone of Christ taken down from the Cross ( this is an error; 
what is shown is the death of St. Colmcille on Iona, surrounded by his monks).  
The Altar is lighted from behind by three stained -glass windows of pleasing 
design showing the Annunciation, the Crucifixion and the Apparition of the 
Blessed Virgin to St. Bernadette at Lourdes.  
 
The Lady Altar and the Sacred Heart Altar are in design smaller replicas of 
the High Altar.  Each is surmounted by its appropriate statue, while in the 
sanctuary wall at the rear, in a recess above, is a rose window of stained 
glass showing in the one case the Blessed Virgin and in the other the Sacred 
Heart.  The side wall of the Sanctuary in the Lady Chapel is pierced by three 
stained glass windows with a cir cular light above.  The subject here is the 
Adoration of the Magi.  Similarly, the Sacred Heart Chapel bears on the side 
wall three windows showing the Revelation of the Sacred Heart to Blessed 
Margaret Mary Alacoque.  
 
The floor of the Sanctuary in front of the High Altar is worthy of notice.  Laid 
in coloured mosaic work in a highly artistic design, it blends superbly with 
that of the Lady Chapel to the left and the Sacred Heart Chapel to the 
righ t  é . It will be noted that  é. the mosaic and marble decora tions are the 
gift of the late Robert MacAlister, who died in 1925ó.   

 
The extract ab ove describes how the church looked until 1984 when plans were drawn 
up to re order the interior and to complete the building.  St. Colmcilleõs church is an    
historic bu ilding and , as with all historic buildings , it has changed over time. T he 
interior, and particularly  the sanctuary,  has borne witness to changes in the liturgy. 
Some original fixtures,  such as side altars and altar rails, were taken away in 1984, and 
some remain, such as the reredos and wall mosaics which have recently been restored 
and cleaned.  An important and colourful addition in 1984 was the large stained glass 
window at the back of the church which depicts Saints Patrick, Brigid and Colmcille .   
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The reason for the changes to the sanctuary was that our understanding of liturgy had 
changed.  When originally built, t he Real Presence in the tabernacle was at the centre 
of the  large marble reredos with its  integral altar. The liturgical acti on took place within 
the sanctuary enclosed with the altar rails. It was carried out by a priest with his back to 
the congregation. Liturgical action an d the Real Presence in the Tabernacle were so 
precious that they had t o be protected in this way. The congregation were present as 
witnesses to actions performed on their behalf.  The church building was a ôHouse of 
Godõ. 
 
However, the Second Vatican Council reviewed the long history of liturgy , with the 
result that the importance of the gathered worshipping community once again came to 
the fore , as in the early Christian Church .   The Church on earth celebrates the liturgy 
as a priestly people in which each on e acts according to his proper function in the unity 
of the Holy Spirit.   The church building is still a ôHouse of Godõ but it is also a ôHouse of 
Godõs Peopleõ. 
 
The 1984 reordering of the interior was co nceived with this in mind. Therefore  a new 
freestanding timber Altar was installed nearer the congregation. The celeb rant could 
face the people, and they in turn could be actively engaged. The separation of the Altar 
from the reredos clarified our new unde rstanding of their relationship:  the Real 
Presence reserved in the Tabernacle derives its meaning from the action at the Altar. A 
Presiderõs Chair was required so that the celebrant, who presides over the liturgy ôin the 
person of Christõ, had a place that was suitably dignified. As the new altar was still 
dominated by the reredos, a timber screen was introduced to help separate the Altar 
and Tabernacle, and the Altar was raised on a new , higher sanctuary floor. Wall mosaics 
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were painted over and the side altars removed as they visually distracted from the new 
Altar.  
 
In this context, the  reordering of 2009 was conceived. The balance between the ôHouse 
of Godõ and the ôHouse of Godõs Peopleõ was to be retained. The new sanctuary was to 
be integrated so that , in contrast to the previous renovation, the new layout would be a 
natural development of the original interior whils t still accommodating the needs of 
liturgy. Due to the proximity of the reredos, a new substantial marble altar was to be 
located approximately where the previous one was , although on a lowered and tiled 
sanctuary floor. A new marble ambo and hardwood Pres iderõs Chair were to be located 
on either side of the altar. Views to the reredos were opened up again , as the previous 
attempt to suppress it was unsatisfactory and undermined the dignity of the Real 
Presence. 
 
However, when work began in 2009, it was dis covered that the original mosaic floor of 
the sanctuary was largely intact. It was decided to restore it as a way of honouring the 
faith of previous generations and integrating the new proposals into the existing interior 
even more. However a substantial r edesign was required and the result is what you see 
before you now.  
 

 
Having gone to the trouble of restoring the floor mosaic, it was decided that nothing 
permanent could be placed on it. For this reason and the fact tha t the image of the 
dove, the symbol associated with the Holy Spirit and with St. Colmcille  (Colm Cille  
means Dove of the Church) , occupied the space where the new altar was to be located, 
it was decided to relocate the altar  to a space where its impact on the restored mosaic 
would be minimal , yet where it could retain its pre -eminence. In contrast ,  the Ambo and 
Presiderõs Chair could remain on the restored mosaic.  The material of the Ambo was 
changed from marble to hardwood so that it could be placed on to p of the mosaic 


