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 At first glance, the question of the relationship between The Oxford Movement and 

Saint Paul’s Episcopal Church in Foley, Alabama is a laughable one.  However, a brief survey of 

the history of the Parish shows that while it was probably not explicitly formed in Tractarian 

thought, Saint Paul’s was, in fact, influenced by The Oxford Movemen.  Southern Baldwin 

County was settled by mid-western families in search of good farm land, and its Episcopal 

Churches were built to suit the tastes of a people formed in the High Church Midwest. 

 Saint Paul’s Foley was organized on December 20, 1924.1  Mr. John B. Foley, one of the 

founding members, a wealthy landowner, and a transplant from Chicago is given credit with 

naming the Parish.  In the words of The Cambridge Camden Society’s A Few Words to Church 

Builders, Mr. Foley settled upon a “dedication… which rarely, if ever [was] in use among our 

ancestors”2  Saint Paul’s (rather than the CCS’s preferential, SS. Peter and Paul3) was selected 

because Mr. Foley “had sent his children to a New Hampshire boarding school call (sic) St Paul’s, 

and liking this name, gave it to the church.”4  Had the Cambridge Camden Society had a care in 

the world for a small, rural parish in South Alabama, their review of Saint Paul’s would have had  

a rather inauspicious beginning, however the Tractarians and their descendants the Ritualists 

and the Parish Communion Movement would end up having a rather strong impact on the 

religious life in Foley. 

 After four years of meeting in Odd Fellows Hall, the Masonic Lodge, and the Foley High 

School Agricultural Building, Mr. Foley donated several lots on Pine Street.  The original Saint 

Paul’s church building was built in 1928, and from the very beginning, it seems as though cost 

                                                 
1 Warren, “The History of Saint Paul’s”, December 1990, n.p. 
2 CCS, A Word, p. 4-5. 
3 Ibid. p, 5. 
4 Warren, n.p. 
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was a major consideration.  Again, contrary to the high ideals of the CCS which stated, “Brick 

ought on no account be used: white certainly is worse than red, and red than black: but to settle 

the precedency in such miserable materials is worse than useless,”5 Saint Paul’s was built out of 

white brick fired in Bon Secour, Alabama.  William Warren’s history of Saint Paul’s notes that 

“because they had so large a ratio of sand to clay, many thought they would not hold up, [so] the 

man who made them practically gave them to the church.”  The CCS would, however, have 

some positive things to say about the original Saint Paul’s as it was distinctly divided into two 

parts: Chancel and Nave.  The Nave ran about 27’ feet in length and the Chancel is 12’ deep for 

a roughly 2.5:1 ratio, slightly less than the CCS’s general rule that “the Chancel should not be 

less than the third, or more than the half, of the length of the church.”6  The altar, also built of 

white brick around a 28” deep by 65” wide wooden frame was eastward facing and sat atop a 

platform raising it to a height of about four feet.  Based on pictures from the era, the reredos 

seems to have been covered in a white fabric curtain in front of which sat a simple gold cross, 

altar flowers, and candelabra on the retable. 

 The original layout of Saint Paul’s had two additional areas of contradiction with the 

Cambridge Camden Society.  First, while the CCS thought a Rood-screen, “that most beautiful 

and Catholick appendage to a church”7 was the best way to keep Chancel and Nave separate, 

Saint Paul’s seems to have had an altar rail from the very beginning.  While to the discerning eye 

of the CCS, rails were “with hardly an exception… nothing better than eyesores,”8 the simple 

style of the original altar rail was set to match the local oak floor and handmade bead board 

                                                 
5 CCS, p. 9. 
6 CCS, p. 6. 
7 CCS, p. 19. 
8 CCS, p. 20. 
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paneling of the Chancel.  Perhaps most egregious error of Saint Paul’s, at least in the eyes of the 

CCS, was the use of pews.  “Those who have thought on the subject [of the way in which the 

worshippers are to be accommodated] have long seen, and every day see more, the absolute 

necessity of getting rid, at any sacrifice of those monstrous innovations, pews…”9  Despite the 

strong language of the CCS, it seems as though by the late 1920s, sitting in church was the norm, 

and so pews were hand crafted to accommodate worshipers.  Since financial constraints can 

impact architecture to a large degree, what is perhaps more telling of The Oxford Movement’s 

impact on Saint Paul’s is a) the centrality of Holy Communion and b) how long it took for the 

Liturgical Renewal Movement to change the shape of worship. 

 According to Mr. Warren’s “History,” Saint Paul’s was served by missionary vicars to 

Baldwin County for more than 40 years. The first Vicar for which there are any real records is 

The Rev. William A. Thompson who served Baldwin County after graduating from Philadelphia 

Divinity School in 1931 until 1934.  From Mr. Thompson’s private notes, Mr. Warren found that 

while he was in Baldwin County, “he officiated at 47 baptisms, 55 confirmations, 2 marriages, and 

31 burials.  He conducted 241 celebrations of Holy Communion; the services of Morning Prayer 

75 times; and that of Evening Prayer 90 times.  He preached 325 sermons, gave 174 addresses; 

and held 25 medications.”10  Even at this early stage in liturgical reform11, it is clear that the 

Eucharist was central to the life of these small mission congregations.  Further evidence is found 

in the recollection of Mrs. Clyde Jardine, whose husband, The Rev. Jardine was vicar of the  

Baldwin County missions from June 1, 1939 until November 30,1941, “her husband went to 

every chapel in his care [Immanuel, Bay Minette; St. Alban’s, Loxley; St. John’s, Robertsdale; St. 

                                                 
9 CCS, p. 20. 
10 Warren, n.p. 
11 Dix’s The Parish Communion wasn’t published until 1937. 
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Paul’s, Foley; St. Paul’s Chapel, Magnolia Springs; and St. Peter’s, Bon Secour (45 miles south of 

Bay Minette)] every Sunday, starting early in the morning and returning after dark.”12  That the 

services of a priest were offered to every congregation, every Sunday seems to indicate that Holy 

Communion was offered in many chapels with regularity.  While Holy Communion was certainly 

important, it still wasn’t offered every Sunday, until, during the tenure of Archdeacon J. D. C. 

Wilson, Saint Paul’s came to have Holy Communion every week by 1948.13 

 As noted above, perhaps the strongest indicator of the influence of The Oxford 

Movement on Saint Paul’s is the length of time it took to accept some of the liturgical changes 

that came about as a result of Vatican II and the 1979 Book of Common Prayer.  Vestry records 

indicate that in January of 1972 “there was discussion of the new liturgy, but it was felt that no 

action could be taken at the 1972 Convention that would influence this… It was decided that a 

schedule would be worked out so that the Morning Prayer service could occasionally be 

offered.”14  The Reverend Charles Holcomb was called as Rector of Saint Paul’s beginning June 1, 

1979.  At the August 21st Vestry meeting that year, Father Holcomb (they called their priests 

“Father” by now) proposed a new Sunday schedule, presumably to match his schedule with that 

of the new Prayer Book: 

7:30 am – Holy Communion 

8:25am – Breakfast 

9:00am – Sunday School Starts 

9:50am – Sunday School Over 

10:00am – Holy Communion with one Morning Prayer Service per month15 

                                                 
12 Warren, n.p. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Annual Meeting Minutes, January 12, 1972. 
15 August 21, 1979 Vestry Minutes 
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The next month, at the September 11th Vestry Meeting, Father Holcomb said as part of his 

“announcements” that “The Baptism fountain was moved to the rear of the church.”16  While 

these changes happened rather quickly, other changes took more time. 

 In May of 1981, Mr. Holcomb led a discussion on sweeping changes to the church. 

A project which he hopes to complete this summer.  This would involve 

moving the organ to the front of the church and putting it on a platform – 

Also move the altar forward about 6 feet and removed from the platform 

where it now rests.  This was thought by some of the vestry to be a rather 

doubtful venture because the bricks are not too strong.  Mr. Holcomb 

hopes to add another 12 feet to the rear of the church to gain more room 

in the sanctuary.  A vertical screen would be built partway behind each 

back pew so late-comers could stand unobtrusively until they could be 

seated…17 

By June of 1981 two members of the vestry and the Rector had inspected the church and decided 

that the altar could be moved.18  In November, Father Holcomb brought up the possibility of the 

altar being moved before Christmas “if it will not be detrimental to the church.” 19 A Vestry 

member suggested that the plans for a narthex area be carried out first.  “No motions [were] 

made.”20  The Vestry Minutes for 1982 and 1983 are lost to history, but the fact that the story of 

the moving of the altar in 1983 is still talked about to this day indicates that there was (and still 

is) much weight in the tradition of Eastward Facing celebration, which is buried deep between 

the lines of the 1984 Senior Warden’s Report. 

Under the leadership of our very able Junior Warden, as you know, much 

has been accomplished in improvement of the physical facilities such as re-

roofing, improvements in the kitchen, construction of the Narthex in the 

church, painting which is to be accomplished in the immediate future, the 

stained glass windows in the sanctuary [nave], the rearrangement of the 

alter (sic), and many other projects… As you also realize, some of these 

                                                 
16 September 11, 1979 Vestry Minutes 
17 May 12, 1981 Vestry Minutes 
18 June 9, 1981 Vestry Minutes 
19 November 10, 1981 Vestry Minutes 
20 Ibid. 
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matters are special projects of the Rector, but he was ably assisted by a few 

of the communicants.21 

 Despite the author’s reservations on the topic, it is clear that The Oxford Movement’s did 

have an impact on Saint Paul’s in Foley, while not necessarily explicitly.  From its beginning as a 

mission of relocated Midwesterners to the centrality of the Eucharist to digging in its heels on 

turning the priest around after 1979, Saint Paul’s was shaped by The Oxford Movement, often 

without even knowing it. 

                                                 
21 Senior Warden’s Report to the 1984 Annual Meeting. 
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