
Oremus10 | October 2013

Stan Metheny

Sister Cathedrals

©Mazur/catholicnews.org.uk

©Author’s collection

Brentwood Cathedral and its thriving parish
community currently find themselves at
something of a crossroads. The Diocese awaits the
appointment of a new bishop, following the
retirement of Bishop Thomas McMahon after over

30 years at the helm, while the parish looks to the future
full of renewed optimism now it is no longer encumbered
by its long-term debt.

Brentwood Cathedral itself is Bishop McMahon’s most
obvious and striking legacy. The major part of the present
Cathedral is a little over 20 years old, designed by Quinlan
Terry and built in the neo-classical style. It was consecrated
by Cardinal Hume on 31 May 1991.

It incorporates the nave, chancel and a side aisle from
the Gothic revival 1861 church that became a cathedral
when the Diocese of Brentwood was established in 1917.
One of the most successful features of the building is the
way Terry resolved the obvious architectural tensions
between the Gothic and the Classical styles.

The interior of the Cathedral has a deliberately restrained
feeling to it but, as you cast your eyes heaven-ward, the
mixture of rich gold leaf patterns on the central ceiling are
all the more striking because of the vivid contrast they
provide. Three sides of the building have the round-headed
windows in the Classical-Wren style, with clear leaded
lights of hand-made glass. These clear windows allow the
cathedral to be flooded with light throughout the day. This,
together with the white walls and stone floor, creates a
sense of space and peace, although some visitors find this
plainness in a Roman Catholic cathedral disconcerting.

The building is lit by brass English Classical chandeliers
and from the main doors the dominant features are the
central, raised altar and the cathedra (bishop’s chair).

The Stations of the Cross are terracotta roundels high up
above the pillars of the arcade. They were created by

Brentwood Cathedral
Raphael Maklouf, the well-known sculptor, who was
responsible for the Queen’s head on our coinage. Their
subtle imagery and milky glaze perfectly complement the
setting and, again, provide a sharp contrast to the usual
styles used to depict the Stations of the Cross.

More colour is to be found in the rear section of the
building where the rich stained glass of the mid-nineteenth
century church has been retained with the Blessed
Sacrament reserved in the old chancel and sanctuary which
is used every day for Morning Prayer.

At the opposite end – across the semi-circle of fine oak
choir stalls – stands the large three-manual organ originally
built by the London firm of Alfred Hunter in 1881 for the
long-redundant church of St Mary-at-the-Walls, Colchester,
and rebuilt by Hill, Norman and Beard in 1931. It was a gift
to Brentwood Cathedral from the Anglican Diocese of
Chelmsford and has been greatly extended and is now
housed in a striking white and gold classical case designed
by Quinlan Terry.

Outside, the modest Cathedral campus in Brentwood
town centre has undergone many other changes during
Bishop McMahon’s long tenure, however, and collectively
forms a key part of his legacy.

One of the first changes was that the diocesan offices –
housed in an old convent – were extended and a new
conference centre incorporated. This was followed by the
refurbishment and extension of the old convent chapel,
transforming it into a modern Song School to house the
Cathedral’s expanded music department and its choirs.

Catholic Emancipation
Then it was the turn of the parish to step forward to

restore the original 1836 church which sits opposite the
present Cathedral as a parish hall. This church, now a Grade
II listed building, was one of the first established in Essex
after Catholic Emancipation and when the much larger 1861
church was built alongside it became an orphanage before
housing a primary school for over 100 years. In the 1970s it
was handed over to the parish and served as a parish hall
and social club. But the years had not been kind to it and
various 1950s and 60s extensions greatly detracted from the
Victorian building.
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At the end of the 1990s it was closed and was in need of
major restoration, a costly project for a listed building. The
parish – already in debt – was handed the task of raising
almost £500,000. An ambitious fundraising programme was
launched in 2003. With the initial phase of the fundraising
proving successful, the diocese extended the parish a loan to
enable the restoration, undertaken by Quinlan Terry, to be
completed by July 2005. The fundraising continued, finally
hitting its target at the end of June this year, exactly ten years
after it started.

The fundraising programme did much more than just raise
money: it united and reinvigorated the parish. Past divisions
over the building of the Cathedral and the closure of the
social club are now just that – past divisions.

The parish is growing with Sunday Mass attendance
topping 1,000 and impressive numbers coming forward for
baptism, confirmation and reception into the church. The new
energy and vibrancy around the parish goes well beyond
mere numbers as the current Dean and Parish Priest, Fr Martin
Boland has engendered a deepening sense of faith among
parishioners and a new respect for the liturgy. In doing so, he
has shown that the Cathedral parish has a strong commitment
to prayer, amply demonstrated in the reintroduction of the
Forty Hours Devotion during Lent in 2011, which has been
enthusiastically supported by all age groups.

A cathedral is much more than just a parish, however, and
Brentwood takes great pride in its role as the mother church of
the Diocese.

This is seen especially through the music at the Cathedral,
which has been led for over 30 years by AndrewWright, the
Director of Music. He promotes a diversity of liturgical music,
rightly reflecting the broad base of the Cathedral
congregations. The 9.30am Family Mass is supported by a
music group that specialises in modern, folk-influenced music
while the 11.30am Mass is led by a traditional Cathedral
Choir of the very highest standard. In addition, the Cathedral
Choir sings at Choral Vespers every Wednesday and one
Sunday a month in term time. The music for the 11.30am
Mass is a mixture of the great choral settings of the Mass and
motets and Latin plainchant, the latter something that Andrew
Wright has worked hard to promote in recent years.

The Cathedral has also been a beacon for the
ecumenism that has been another hallmark of Bishop
McMahon’s tenure, with extremely close links established
with the Anglican Cathedral in Chelmsford (the two
dioceses are coterminous.) An annual service – at which
the two Cathedral choirs combine – alternates between
the two Cathedrals and this is complimented by an
ecumenical covenant between the Cathedral parish and its
Anglican neighbour, St Thomas of Canterbury.

One of Brentwood’s greatest musical assets
A further expression of this ecumenical dimension of

the life of the Cathedral was seen last December when
BBC Essex brought its annual carol service to Brentwood
Cathedral. This was an opportunity for the work the
Cathedral – in all its many manifestations – has done to
reach out to the local community to be seen and heard in
a very tangible context. Local schools – especially the
children of St Helen’s and the Ursuline schools – joined
forces with the Cathedral Choir and one of Brentwood’s
greatest musical assets, the Royal British Legion Youth
Band, to raise the roof. Fittingly, one of the readings was
given by Lord Petre of Writtle, the Lord Lieutenant of
Essex. It was his ancestors that endowed the parish with
the land and money to build the first church on the site in
the 1830s.

Future Anniversaries
Over the next few years anniversaries will come thick

and fast. There has already been the 150th anniversary of
the 1861 church just over two years ago and next year the
parish will go back even further to celebrate its
bicentenary, as the original mission in Brentwood was
established by a Portuguese priest, Fr Emmanuel Dios
Santos, towards the end of 1814.

Then, in 2017, the focus will switch from the parish to
the Diocese as it celebrates the centenary of its formation
out of the Archdiocese of Westminster in July 1917.

These will all be opportunities to further raise the
profile of a thriving parish and a splendid Cathedral in
Essex and beyond.
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