
Our Church 

St. Bernard: A symbol of modern, mid-century architecture 
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     What does St. Bernard’s church have in common with 
McDonalds restaurants, the Sydney Opera House and the Hiro-
shima Peace Memorial?  

     All use the parabolic arch in their design.  

     St. Bernard’s arch was created by the architects of John J. 
Flad & Associates of Madison in 1959. 

     According to an architecture publication, the parabolic arch 
shape is the ideal geometric figure from an engineering view-
point, because it produces the most thrust at the base. 

     It was Edward Presley, an architect with Flad & Associates, 
who presented the idea of a curved beam construction for St. 
Bernard’s church, “and from this embryonic stage the church 
now is constructed as the first known completely parabolic 
arched church in the United States,” according to the church 
history. 

     Not everyone appreciated the “barn” shape of the new St. 
Bernard’s church, but they did agree that a new church was nec-
essary. 

     Because as the city of Middleton grew, the parish grew. 
From the time Fr. Ferdinand A. Mack came to the parish in 
1940 until 1958, the parish grew from 135 families to 550.  

     Even with six Sunday liturgies, overcrowding became a seri-
ous problem. Chairs were being placed in the aisles along both 
ends of the pews to accommodate Mass goers. The church only 
had a capacity of 100 people.  

     The Holy Name men were concerned that this practice was 
dangerous, because people going to Communion had to climb 
over the folding chairs.  

     Gradually, the idea of building a new church developed in 
the mind of Mack. His first call was to Thomas H. Flad.  

     “With zeal and enthusiasm, Tom responded immediately,” 
according to a church document titled, “Design.”  

     “There followed meetings as frequently as once or twice a 
week in which discussions, at times very vehement and violent, 
brought forth designs and sketches of many varieties, both ex-
treme and gentle, modernistic and traditional, practical and im-
aginative.  

     “The greatest critic during this period, somehow always 
looking over the shoulders of Father Endres and Father Mack, 
and of course, son Tom, was maestro himself, John J. Flad.”  

     Mack and Thomas Flad made several trips to newly con-
structed churches in Minneapolis, St. Paul, Milwaukee, the Chi-
cago suburbs and St. Louis to get ideas for the new church.  

     During a three-hour meeting with the parish in June of 1956, 
the following changes were suggested to the plans: 1) add a 
ramp at the entrance to the mother’s room for strollers; 2) add a 
communion window to the mother’s room; and 3) add exterior 
lighting to the bell tower area. 

     At the end of the meeting, Mack suggested that construction 
begin as soon as possible, because “building costs are increasing 
daily,” 

     By mid-1957, plans and specifications for the new architec-
turally significant church were completed, and Bishop William 
P. O’Connor gave his approval in February of 1958. Herman F. 
Simon, a parishioner, was chosen as the contractor.  

     To save money, the men of the parish were asked to find 
equipment and manpower to cut down the trees and clear the 
area for construction. 

     At the dedication on May 7, 1959, Mack congratulated the 
parish on the completion of the new church. 

     “Words of praise of the church have come from all sides,” he 
said. “God has truly been good to us, and I can say with all sin-
cerity that I did not contemplate or dream at any time that we 
would have so beautiful, so prayerful a House of God as we pos-
sess.”  

     Mack thanked Thomas Flad for his inspiration and personal 
effort. “He made this not just a job to produce, but a love to ac-
complish,” Mack said. “Many, many days, yes, even late into the 
night, found him here two and three times.” 

     By Holy Week of 1959, the new church was ready for use. 
The $480,000 church could seat 800 people. Its curved beam 
plan, copper roof, handicapped accessible entrances, 150,000-
piece mosaic, great marble altar, colorful stained glass windows, 
magnificent crucifix and other fine liturgical pieces and furniture 
would make it a showpiece of the Diocese of Madison. 

     On Ascension Thursday, the church was formally dedicated 
by Bishop O’Connor.  

     From a “State Journal” story dated Jan. 24, 1960 and titled, 
“Church attracts many: Persons come to visit from all over 
U.S.,” the church is described as “striking.”  

     “Many who have admired the building from the outside have 
wanted to visit the church and see its interior. Of these, hundreds 
have done so, and have found that St. Bernard’s is as strikingly 
beautiful inside as out. 

     “Most striking of all is the building itself. Its floor plan is 
cruciform or cross-shaped, and the church is two intersecting 
parabolic arches in form.  

     “The arch-shaped construction means that in effect there is 
no separate ceiling and no “walls” as such. The laminated wood-
en arch is continuous. The building was constructed of heavy 
cedar slabs, faced on the inside with oak.”  

     The 15 individual arches were made from Southern Pine with 
a dark ebony stain and vary in height from 41 feet to 49 feet, 
according to an architecture publication highlighting the 
church’s design. 

     At great cost to his personal health, Mack oversaw all of 
these accomplishments. During the building of the church, he 
was hospitalized after suffering a heart attack.  

     “But in his usual spirited way, he exercised his leadership 
role and guided things to a successful conclusion,” according to 
the church history. “While he was greatly occupied with build-
ing up the physical part of the parish, he never lost sight of the 
need to nurture the spiritual life of the parish as well.” 


