
THE PARISH OF MOTHER OF GOD AND ST WILFRID 

A HISTORY OF OUR CHURCH BUILDING 
 

The church building itself has a complicated past, in that it was 
not originally intended as a Catholic church. What is now the 
Parish Centre was the first church to be built on this site.  It 
opened on 26th November 1884 as Abbeydale Congregational 
Church and served as a school and chapel for Congregationalist 
Christians in the area. Due to rapid growth in the church mem-
bership and the ever increasing number of scholars enrolled at 
the Sunday school, a larger church was soon built next door to 
the original structure. This new church was opened on 7th 
March 1901 by the Lord Mayor of Sheffield and had sufficient 
capacity for 800 worshippers. With its expanded premises, the 
Congregational Church continued to thrive in the first quarter of 
the century, increasing its adult membership to over 260 and 
boasting almost 400 Sunday school scholars in the mid 1920s. 
However, numbers dwindled in the following decades and in 
1952 the congregation was forced by financial difficulties to sell 
the newer larger building and move all its activities into the 
original smaller school-chapel. 

Above; an early photograph of Abbeydale Congregational Church, 

now Mother of God Parish Centre, shortly after its construction in 

1884. Below; the foundation stone ceremony of Abbeydale Congrega-

tional Church, 26th June, 1899.   

The large church building was at first sold to be used as a storeroom, but was al-
most immediately sold on to the then Diocese of Leeds to become the new home 
for St Wilfrid's Parish, which had been without proper accommodation since their 
own chapel on Shoreham Street had been destroyed in the Sheffield Blitz twelve 
years previously. Renovations of the Abbeydale Road church were completed in a 
matter of weeks, including the erection of the iconic Calvary scene which still 
stands prominently overlooking the road. Thousands gathered inside and outside 
for the opening of the new church on 11th June 1952, which was dedicated 'The 
Church of the Mother of God' and blessed  by Bishop Heenan of Leeds (soon to 
be Cardinal Heenan, Archbishop of Westminster). 

The church underwent significant renovations again in 1980 at a cost of £100,000. 
These renovations included the sandblasting of the exterior of the building 
(blackened by years of exposure to Sheffield smog), the blocking up of the chancel 
arch, the repositioning of the altar and removal of two side altars and a new small 
chapel extension to hold masses in the week. 

In the mid-1980s the neighbouring Congrega-
tional church, since renamed Abbeydale United 
Reformed Church, finally closed its doors and its 
remaining congregation gave right of first re-
fusal to Mother of God to buy the building for 
use as a parish centre. In this way, we have ar-
rived at the current layout of the parish build-
ings; parish centre and church. It is fitting that 
what over one hundred years ago was a thriving 
Sunday school and chapel continues to be used 
for the catechising of the youth of the parish 
and various other activities for formation in the 
Christian faith, as well as an important space in 
which the Christian mission of the parish can be 
lived out. 

Clockwise from top left; the pro-

gramme from the opening ser-

vice of the new church building, 

1901; the old sanctuary and open 

chancel arch prior to 1980; the 

old lady chapel to the left of the 

sanctuary prior to 1980; an 

artist’s impression of the current 

parish buildings, church and par-

ish centre. 



THE PARISH OF MOTHER OF GOD AND ST WILFRID 

A HISTORY OF OUR PARISH COMMUNITY 
 
Our parish was established as a mission from the Parish of St Marie's in 1879 and was initial-
ly dedicated to St Wilfrid. The land (at the junction of Shoreham Street and Queens Road) 
and the finances to carry out this project were donated by England's then most prominent 
Roman Catholic, Henry Fitzalan-Howard, 15th Duke of Norfolk. It was his immense philan-
thropic activity that enabled the Catholic community of Sheffield to find its feet in the wake 
of the legal emancipation of Catholicism in 1829.  

St Wilfrid's mission was both designed to serve as a school for 800 boys and girls and also as 
a temporary chapel (housed in the boys' schoolroom) for 300 worshippers. Mass was cele-
brated for the first time in the chapel on 15th October 1879 by Bishop Cornthwaite of Leeds 
and the school was blessed and opened on 23rd November of the same year by the first par-
ish priest of St Wilfrid's, Fr Julius de Braere. 

The parish originally served a slightly different area than at present, with its boundaries in-
cluding Granville Road to the north and Ecclesall Road to the west. The liturgical year was 
marked by many sights and celebrations which will be familiar to parishioners today (the 
Christmas crib, baptisms and First Holy Communions) and other, now less common, devo-
tions (Whitsuntide processions and the daily ringing of the Angelus bell). From its early be-
ginnings the parish community was made up not only of the native population of Sheffield, 
but also of Irish and Italian families who had settled in the area.  

The night of the 12th-13th December 1940 brought tragedy to St Wilfrid’s during 
the worst raid of the Sheffield Blitz. Many districts suffered immense devastation 
and the chapel and school likewise fell victim to the destruction, catching fire in 
the middle of the bombing. The then Parish priest Fr Dunleavy and his curate Fr 
Cavanagh were able to rescue the Blessed Sacrament before the entirety of the 
building was engulfed in flames. By dawn, the blaze had destroyed everything in 
the chapel save for the statue of Saint Peter. The damage inflicted upon the build-
ings was immense and St Wilfrid's now found itself to be a parish without a 
church. Sunday Mass initially had to be held in the Abbeydale Picture House for 
want of a better alternative, and then subsequently in the hall of St Peter's Angli-
can Church on Machon Bank, the chapel of the Little Sisters of the Poor on Heeley 
Bank Road, Arbourthorne School and Abbeydale School. As the school buildings 
had also been totally destroyed in the bombing, Meersbrook Vestry Hall was hired 
as temporary premises in which classes could continue. 

The post war years brought new waves of Catholic immigration to Sheffield from 
Poland, Malta, India and the West Indies and the 1950s were a momentous dec-
ade for St Wilfrid's parish and school. The purchase of a new church on Abbeydale 
Road meant that St Wilfrid's, for the first time since its founding, had a permanent 
space in which to hold Mass. On the day of its opening, the Blessed Sacrament 
was carried in procession from the old St Wilfrid's chapel to its home in the new 
church dedicated to the Mother of God. From the titles of these two churches is 
derived the patronage of our parish. On the 21st April 1956, the parish again had 
cause to celebrate when Bishop Heenan formally opened the newly-built St Wil-
frid's school on the site of what had previously been allotments on Millhouses 
Lane.  

Although the original St Wilfrid's site on Shoreham Street continued to be used as 
a chapel of ease, it was definitively closed in 1984. Shortly after, one cold Febru-
ary morning, our current parish priest Mgr Kilgannon found inspiration to convert 
the derelict building into a day centre for the marginalised of the city following a 
providential encounter with a local homeless man on the presbytery doorstep. 
Under the care of the Daughters of Charity, for whom he had secured accommo-
dation in the parish, the site was reopened as the St Wilfrid's Centre in June 1990.  
The centre has continued to expand ever since, and in 2017, a residential project 
was added next door, St Wilfrid's Place, which provides apartments to adults with 
a history of homelessness. At present, the Centre has over 140 active volunteers 
and works with over 500 clients every year. 
 
Today the Parish of Mother of God and St Wilfrid has an average weekly Mass 
attendance of over 500 and St Wilfrid’s School has over 300 pupils on roll. We 
have come a long way since our humble beginnings in 1879 and we pray that the 
Lord will continue to bless our parish in the coming years as the next chapters in 
our story unfold.   

Henry Fitzalan-Howard, 15th Duke of 

Norfolk, circa 1870. 

The interior of the chapel on Shoreham Street.  

St Wilfrid’s in ruins after the Blitz. 

Above: Fr Dunleavy blesses the new St Wilfird’s 

school bus, 16th April 1956. Below; Mgr Kil-

gannon blesses the building site for St Wilfrid’s 

Place, Summer 2015. 


