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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

St. Paul the Apostle, Lyford Cay, is the most westerly Catholic parish church on the island 
of New Providence, The Bahamas. It was established to meet the spiritual needs of Roman 
Catholics most removed from the island’s city, Nassau, when a new community was being 
developed. This paper will demonstrate how the church building blends the “modern” style 
of architecture of the mid-20th century as well as Church tradition in its Bahamian 
architectural context. 

The most important gathering for Roman Catholics is that for the Mass. As a result, the 
church, the space where that assembly occurs, should be conducive to the public rite of the 
Mass and accord with the General Instructions of the Roman Missal (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2011). Notwithstanding the traditions associated with the 
celebration of the Mass, the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (Pope Paul VI, 1963) allows 
for local creativity in church design and art. The focus of this paper is to describe how St. 
Paul’s,1 built in the mid-20th century, reflects the style of its day while marrying Church form 
and function (Anson, 1964) and traditional Bahamian architecture. 

In brief, the physical structure of St. Paul’s, which has remained unchanged since 1968, is 
built upon a rectangular plan (59 feet long and 39 feet 4 inches wide). The walls are made 
of concrete and the roof of wood. The original wooden shingled roof has been replaced by 
a Bermuda roof (Figure 1).2 Inside, there is a wooden ceiling supported by beams and 
concrete posts concealed using pilasters. The walls along the nave are dominated by 
louvered doors and a clear story, which add to a feeling of space arising from the open plan 
(no side chapels or altars) of the worship space. 

 
Figure 1. St. Paul’s circa 2018. 

Building the Space – the Need 

After World War II, an exclusive enclave was built at Lyford Cay on the western end of New 
Providence. In 1960, the owner, E. P. Taylor (1901-1989) invited the diocese to build a 
church inside the gated community to serve the spiritual needs of its residents. However, 
Bishop Paul Hagarty (1909-1984) did not want the church built inside the community as this 
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would restrict its access (St. Paul The Apostle Catholic Church Lyford Cay, undated). Bishop 
Hagarty’s genius was to build a visible church (dedicated on March 17, 1968) on a hilltop, 
accessible to everyone, so reflecting the Church’s mission (Mark 16:15). Therefore, the 
location of St. Paul’s is a key aspect of its theology. Placing the church in a gated restricted 
area, where only wealthier residents live, would have contradicted Christ’s concern for poor 
and vulnerable members of society and the Church’s social teachings (Pontifical Council for 
Justice and Peace, 2014). Monsignor Preston Moss has described St. Paul’s as “St. Paul’s 
outside the walls” (Mons. P. Moss, personal communication, January 24, 2018), which 
appreciates a connection to the Papal basilica of the same name dating back to 324 as well 
as being a church belonging to a wider community beyond any enclosed enclave. 

The Bahamian Architectural Tradition in St. Paul’s 

While St. Paul’s reflects the shape of the first house churches (rectangular; Anson, 1964), 
it includes aspects that are traditional of Bahamian architectural design. Bahamian 
architecture reflects much that is common throughout the wider Caribbean region (Slesin et 
al., 1985) and is rooted in its colonial heritage emanating primarily from Great Britain 
(Mouzon, 2007). 

The most well-known Catholic church architect in The Bahamas is Monsignor John Hawes 
(1876-1956) who built churches and other structures both inside and outside The Bahamas 
(Anson, 1957). His style of architecture is rooted in traditional European designs, as can be 
appreciated by the use of domes and towers. Yet, despite his fame, his influence has had 
limited impact on local Catholic church design. 

St. Paul’s is removed from the “Hawes” style. The pre-Vatican Council II modernist trend in 
secular architecture is a possible motivation behind the spare design of St. Paul’s as much 
as Sacrosanctum Concilium of 1963 (Pope Paul VI, 1963), published just three years before 
work on St. Paul’s started. The architect of St. Paul’s was Eldredge Snyder (1901-1967) 
who obtained a master’s degree in architecture from the University of Pennsylvania. He 
studied at the American Academy in Rome in 1927-28 (Landmarks Preservation 
Commission, 1981); so we can expect that the churches in the Eternal City and beyond 
would have impressed him. 

St. Paul’s: Where Design and Theology Meet 

The vision of Bishop Hagarty and the sympathetic marrying of Snyder’s “modern” 
architecture with traditional designs meet at St. Paul’s. This can be discerned by the fact 
that in his homily at the dedication, Bishop Hagarty singled out the contribution of Snyder to 
the building of St. Paul’s (“Bishop Leonard Dedicates Church”, 1968). 

St. Paul’s is situated on a small hilltop and parishioners must approach the church by 
travelling up the slope. This resonates with passages from Holy Scripture—“Who may go 
up the mountain of the Lord?” (Psalm 24:3), the unity of nations (Isaiah 2:2-3), the crowds 
gathering to hear Christ preach the Sermon on the Mount and with the idea that God’s Word 
is a light to the world, a sign of God’s presence. 

Wide stairs to the plaza of the church place the church above the level of the car park. This 
elevated position points to otherworld realities. Plazas are traditional places for gatherings 
and promote a feeling of community within worshippers. The plaza links the Christians of 
St. Paul’s with the wider Christian community and with both the Jewish (the Temple 
precincts) and Islamic (the environs of the Ka’bah in Mecca) traditions (Vosko, 2006). 



Research Edge Working Paper Series, no. 27  p. 5 

University of The Bahamas 

The plaza (Figure 2) plays an important role during Easter celebrations (the Palm Sunday 
Procession and the ritual around the fire at the Easter Vigil). It includes a statue of Mary 
(Figure 3) and benches where people can sit and pray. Marian devotion is consistent with 
the reforms of the Council of Trent and medieval cathedral tradition (Coriden, 1997) and so 
is another aspect of St. Paul’s expressing continuity with Church teaching and tradition. 

Figure 2. The plaza and narthex at St. Paul’s.  Figure 3. Our Lady of Prayer in the plaza. 

While St. Paul’s lacks a grand entrance door, it has double doors that accommodate 
processions and, combined with the narthex, clearly demonstrate that this is the main 
entrance. The lack of overt grandeur of the doors might be considered an understated 
indication that behind the doors is a special space; that the doors are a “holy gate through 
which the faithful enter into the joy of the Lord” (Rogerson, 1971). Nonetheless, in the 
Bahamian context, the double door entrance would be considered an “organic” design, one 
that arises from the vernacular (Mouzon, 2007, p. 11 & p. 88), and its width clearly marks 
this as the main entrance. 

Rather than relying solely on a clerestory for light, louvered doors along the nave provide 
additional light (Figure 4). These also keep out the rain and allow for cross ventilation. 
Louvers are another traditional feature of Bahamian building design (Mouzon, 2007). The 
extent of the louvers along the nave almost gives the impression of a “reclaimed porch” (a 
porch which is sometimes used as a living space; Mouzon, 2007, p. 132). For a church 
dedicated to Saint Paul, the open sided feel of the church might be considered appropriate 
for a tent maker. Galleries on the southerly and northerly sides reduce the amount of 
sunlight directly entering the church. They contribute to cooling the church’s interior and 
allow the louvered doors to remain open even in rain. They also give the space a sense of 
continuity with the natural environment. This offers a different feel to that of classical 
churches which shut out their surroundings. 
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Figure 4. The open southern louvered doors and gallery. 

The open-plan nature of St. Paul’s is consistent with creating a “sense of communal 
gathering”, a concept which had been used in 1923 by Auguste Perret (Vosko, 2006, p. 34). 
The aim of engaging the congregation as participants rather than observers of liturgy was 
an important objective of the liturgical movement leading up to Vatican Council II and had 
been anticipated in the 1800s (Vosko, 2006). It represented a desire to recreate the 
experience of the Christian community in house churches and early basilicas. The 
combination of the traditional, rectangular shape of the church, its feeling of height with the 
open beam roof and its sense of being without walls when the louvered doors are open, 
results in a synthesis of the horizontal approach to a church whereby the congregation is 
an active participant in the liturgy. The size of St. Paul’s gives a feeling of immediacy to the 
liturgical action. 

Conclusion 

Building St. Paul’s on a gentle hilltop accessible to all situates the building in the mission of 
the Church to bring Christ to the nations and to be a visible sign of Christ in the world. St. 
Paul’s was designed in the modern style of architecture of the mid-20th century and is 
consistent with the contemporary thoughts of church architectural design emanating from 
Rome. Snyder’s design for St. Paul’s synthesizes modern and Bahamian traditions in 
architecture with traditional aspects of church building. 

Keywords: 

Church architecture - Bahamas; Catholics - Bahamas; Saint Paul the Apostle Roman 
Catholic Church (Lyford Cay, Bahamas) 

1St. Paul the Apostle, the church and parish are known locally as St. Paul’s and that is the name used here; 
we refer to the Apostle Paul as Saint Paul. 
2All pictures belong to the author unless otherwise credited. 
3“Church” with a capital “C” will be used to denote the Roman Catholic Church 
4The church measures 59 feet long and 39 feet 4 inches wide. The ratio of these measurements, 1.66, is close 
to the Golden Mean of 1.62, and so explains the pleasing aspect of the space. (Author’s measurements). 
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