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Regional News
- 5th Anniversary of Chicago Office: Five Congregations
Share Their Top Five Successes
- Texas Sacred Places Project Website Is Live!
- 19125 SISP Project in Philadelphia, PA

National News
- Arts in Sacred Places Success Story:
St. Luke’s and Theatre Y, Chicago, IL
- New Dollars/New Partners Success
Story: 2012 Interfaith Cohort,
Chicago, IL

Professional Alliance Spotlight
- LimeWorks.us, Milford Square, PA

FEATURE STORY:

Newport Congregational Church –
A National Historic Landmark Capitalizes
on its Artistic Heritage

FEATURE STORY

The west view of the sanctuary at Newport Congregational Church in Newport, RI, showing the intricate ceiling murals and stained
glass done by John LaFarge, the original Hook & Hastings organ from 1866, and the blue panels painted over subtler hues of
LaFarge’s self-described “green church.” Photo courtesy of LaFarge Restoration Fund: Aaron Usher, photographer.

Artistic Legacy Leverages
Historic Preservation Efforts
Newport Congregational Church (NCC), leveraging its heritage and artistic assets,
has planned and begun implementing an important and complex preservation
program. The historic Rhode Island congregation dates back to 1695, while the
church building was completed in 1857. In 1880, the congregation hired American
artist John LaFarge (1835-1910) to give the church’s interior walls and windows
a complete makeover. LaFarge’s interior decorative program represents both the
height of his influence and a milestone in the history of American religious art.
Over one hundred years later, these late 19th-century artistic decorations are still
a defining feature of the church sanctuary’s past, present, and future.
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As NCC membership dwindled to two dozen members
by the late 1990s, its leadership recognized the
LaFarge legacy as an opportunity for the church’s
preservation. In 1995, congregational members and
local professionals joined together to form the LaFarge
Restoration Fund at Newport Congregational Church
(LaFarge Fund), a 501(c)(3) charitable organization
dedicated to preserving the church interior and
ensuring accessibility for the public. The LaFarge
Fund’s board immediately attended to an emergent
situation: half of LaFarge’s opalescent glass windows
were in danger of disintegrating in situ. By 1997, they
had raised funds for the removal and storage of the
threatened windows to await restoration, where they
remain today.
In 2003-2004, NCC member Karen LaFrance and
current LaFarge Fund President Paul Miller re-ignited
the conversation about NCC’s long-term preservation.
Miller recalled how daunting the task seemed at
the time. The congregation would need to find the
partnerships necessary to ensure a sustainable future
for the building. In short, he summed up, “we needed a
pretty dynamic plan.”
LaFrance believed that the key to preserving Newport
Congregational Church was reconfiguring the LaFarge
Restoration Fund into a fully functional organization
overseeing the care of the building. But this shift would
not happen on its own. Thanks to her background in
nonprofit community development, she reached out to
Partners for Sacred Places’ President Bob Jaeger to
tap into the group’s resources and experience. The
LaFarge Fund began organizing support for a New
Dollars/New Partners for Your Sacred Place training
serving NCC and several other churches in the
region, eventually enlisting the support of Preserve
Rhode Island, a statewide nonprofit, as a funding
partner.
From 2008 to 2010, the congregation and the
LaFarge Fund participated in an extended New
Dollars/New Partners program. The training gave
lay leaders the background and practical skills to
develop a plan to preserve their building. “It was
a perfect fit, exactly what we needed,” LaFrance
recalls, noting how the experience opened
participants’ eyes to the possibilities of partnering

with outside organizations. Miller praised the program
as helpful for “analyzing what a church means to a
community, whether it’s social programs or artistic and
cultural heritage.” The latter was particularly important
for NCC. Although congregational activities had lagged
with the decline in membership, the building was an
artistic treasure.

The story of Newport Congregational
Church is one of vision and dedication.
With the resources and training provided
by Partners for Sacred Places, its
stewards were able to formulate a clear
plan for preserving their building and
safeguarding its cultural capital.

Throughout the training, the hope was to preserve
LaFarge’s work as a historical and cultural resource
for the community at large. The NCC team developed a
long-term, three-phase plan for the building’s future:
stabilization, restoration, and adaptation.
The first phase called for stabilizing the building by
addressing short-term issues. Upgrading the electrical
and fire alarm systems topped the list of immediate
needs, followed by smaller maintenance projects. In
the next phase, a team of congregation members and

The simple exterior of architect John Wells’ Newport Congregational
Church in Newport, RI, belies a richly detailed interior decorative
program by John LaFarge. Photo courtesy of LaFarge Restoration
Fund: Aaron Usher, photographer.
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ARTISTIC LEGACY (continued)
LaFarge Fund board members sought to secure funding
for the church’s restoration, picking up where the
LaFarge Fund left off a decade earlier when it removed
the windows from their collapsing frames. Finally, the
last phase focused on potential re-use strategies for the
church building.

“John LaFarge completely transformed
Newport Congregational Church’s drab,
conservative building into a fantasy
land.”
Ned Connors, the preservation consultant
who wrote NCC’s National Historic Landmark
nomination

At this point, all parties involved recognized that the
small congregation was no longer able to maintain
the building on its own. Therefore, an integral part
of preserving the church would be reimagining and
reusing the historic space.

The formal handover of the property came with
challenges of its own. Shortly after the process began
in December 2011, LaFrance began work on old liens
on the buildings. The congregation actually owed a
substantial sum to the United Congregational Church
national office’s loan fund. After a few months of
negotiation, the LaFarge Fund and the congregation
were able to settle the old debt, and in late 2012, the
property transfer was complete. The LaFarge Fund
became the sole owner and steward of Newport
Congregational Church.
This question of ownership was related to the broader
issue of the strategic plan’s geographical scope.
While many congregations in NCC’s position tend to
stay local, this church had its sights set on a national
reach. LaFrance explained that they felt this would
greatly expand the church’s cultural recognition and
fundraising potential.
To that end, and recognizing the uniqueness of
their church’s interior, the team decided to pursue
designation as a National Historic Landmark
(NHL) – the highest honor for a historic building,
administered by the National Park Service. LaFrance
and Miller contacted the State of Rhode Island
Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission and

While participating in the New Dollars/New Partners
training, the LaFarge Fund began cultivating donors
and applying for grants to support the restoration.
For the strategic plan to move forward,
though, LaFrance and Miller realized that
the LaFarge Fund would need to actually own
the church. Some donors were hesitant to
give directly to a religious congregation, but
a secular, preservation nonprofit would not
have that disadvantage, even if its sole focus
was a historic church. Additionally, two of
the major grantors that LaFrance and Miller
approached requested that the nonprofit
have control of the building. The LaFarge
Fund leadership realized that transferring
ownership of the church would open up even
more possibilities for funding, partnerships,
and growth. At the same time, it would
simplify the relationship between the two
entities, without the complexities of a long- LaFarge Restoration Fund board members and guests at a strategic planning
term lease.
meeting in November 2013. Photo courtesy of LaFarge Restoration Fund:
Andrew Long, photographer.
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preservation consultant Ned Connors. For the next
few years, Connors would guide the team through the
nomination process. It was the first NHL assignment
he had even undertaken. “They don’t come around very
often,” he explained, and for good reason – the process
requires a massive amount of research. “I felt like a
graduate student again,” Connors joked.
An NHL nomination must demonstrate a site’s national
significance. As Connors put it, “someone from
Phoenix, Arizona, needs to walk in and feel that it’s his
or her own architectural and historical patrimony.”
As one of Rhode Island’s oldest congregations, NCC’s
regional significance was already self-evident. The real
challenge was to contextualize the church’s interior
within the wider context of American religious history
and architecture. Connors’ report did so by covering
the relevant background of both the church and
LaFarge, its artistic visionary.
Traditionally, Congregationalists preferred
worship spaces that reflected a stoic and austere
religious experience. Prior to LaFarge’s work, NCC
echoed this conservative aesthetic. The church was
essentially a rectangular box derived from the New
England “meetinghouse” model. Because of the
biblical prohibition against graven images, Newport
churchgoers did not want artistic depictions of saints or
other religious images.
For this reason, LaFarge’s decorative program
represented a dramatic shift. Connors explained
that LaFarge “completely transformed this drab,
conservative building into a fantasy land,” embracing
new religious sensibilities that called for greater
flexibility and passion in worship. The younger
generation of mid-19th-century Congregationalists
wanted their space to inspire devotion, an idea quite
literally reflected by LaFarge’s use of light and bright
colors.
LaFarge’s great innovation was his use of opalescent
glass. Most church windows are simply translucent,
either letting light in directly or coloring it through
stained glass. But opalescent glass mediates the amount
of light to create unique three-dimensional effects.
In Connors’ words, it is “like the difference between a
plasma-display color TV and black and white.” Using
a process called “layering,” LaFarge laid down several

A gallery window designed by John LaFarge at Newport
Congregational Church in Newport, RI. Photo courtesy of
LaFarge Restoration Fund: Aaron Usher, photographer.

coats of glass, each of different colors and transparency.
His revolutionary work on opalescent glass (parallel
with the work of Louis Comfort Tiffany) embraced the
new techniques of modernity, departing from the older
models of stained glass based on Medieval styles.
After a presentation of Connors’ research in
Washington, DC, the church’s nomination received
unanimous approval from the National Historic
Landmarks Committee of the National Park Service.
The NCC team waited another few months for the
official confirmation from Secretary of the Interior
Ken Salazar. On October 16th, 2012, Salazar’s signature
formally established Newport Congregational Church
as a National Historic Landmark, marking another
milestone in the congregation’s journey.
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ARTISTIC LEGACY (continued)
The story of Newport Congregational Church is one
of vision and dedication. With the resources and
training provided by Partners, its stewards were able
to formulate a clear plan for preserving their building
and safeguarding its cultural capital. Looking ahead,
Miller and LaFrance are confident that their efforts will
translate into more growth and support.
The LaFarge Fund is excited to continue implementing
its strategic plan while taking care to comply with the
restoration guidelines that come with NHL status. At
present, the church’s roof has been completed, the
work supported by generous grants from the Alletta
Morris McBean Charitable Trust ($260,000) and
the van Beuren Charitable Foundation ($261,000).
In addition, the third phase of the strategic plan has
begun to take shape, as the LaFarge Fund has partnered
with the Rhode Island School of Design to develop
scenarios for adaptive re-use. Of course, all changes

would maintain the integrity of the historic LaFarge
artwork. The board will begin weighing proposals for
the building’s long-term uses this year.
While much work remains to be done, NCC recognizes
that it all began by reaching out to Partners. Andy Long,
NCC’s current moderator, states, “I’d advise other
congregations of any faith who decide to save their place
of worship to reach out to Partners for Sacred Places as
soon as possible. The job may seem so overwhelming
but they will help you see a way forward.”
Though years have passed since John LaFarge crafted
the NCC interior, his work is just as significant for
the church today as it was in the 19th century. With an
active nonprofit driving the restoration, the LaFarge
legacy will likely nurture the future development of
Newport Congregational Church as a national artistic
treasure.

Even the ceiling wasn’t spared John LaFarge’s exotic decorations, as seen in this detail of the ceiling of the gallery
of Newport Congregational Church in Newport, RI. Four richly detailed panels are meant to resemble Oriental rugs.
Photo courtesy of LaFarge Restoration Fund: Aaron Usher, photographer.
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