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THE WAKEFIELD CORPORATION 

Cathedral of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus 

 

In 1956,  when the first parish for Sacred Heart opened seating 
just 580 members in a 7,500 square foot building, it would be 
hard to imagine just over 60 years later what would stand next 
to that original building.  At an impressive 28,000 square feet 
with a dome that is over 14 stories at the top, the new cathedral 
will now serve over 1300 parishioners as well as stand as the 
mother church to over 70,000 Catholics in the East Tennessee 
area.  The impressive cathedral is not only one of the most 
beautiful buildings in the area, but also one of the most intricate 
and complicated. 

 

The cathedral is built to last sitting on bedrock with 111 steel 

support piers drilled through the earth.  With over 400 tons of 

steel, 20,000 pieces of Indiana limestone, 300,000 Roman 

bricks, 50,000 cement blocks, 17 different types of marble, and 

an incredible 1.4 million cubic feet of volume, it is a sight to be-

hold.  

 

The  metal stud framing  included the 50’ high coffered ceiling, 

113 windows (including 16 in the dome), 56 interior arches and 

16 exterior arches.  All of these were fabricated from a template 

using radiused track that was pre-formed and shipped to the 

jobsite.  The detailing and beauty of this framing made this the 

most difficult and intricate project that The Wakefield Corpora-

tion has ever completed. 

 



The Dome 

The dome that sits atop the 

cathedral has a 42’ diameter at 

it’s base and has a height of 

107’6” to the oculus and reach-

ing 144’ at the top of the exteri-

or cross.  It is framed out of 

steel that was then infilled with 

light gauge metal studs and it is 

supported by massive steel 

columns and tension rings.  The 

interior images were hand 

painted on canvas that was 

attached to the interior sheet-

rock that was installed on the 

metal stud framing.  All of this 

work was completed from 

scaffolding that towered over 

the cathedral floor. 

Location Challenges 

One of the biggest challenges faced during the project was ensuring 

that the day to day activities of the Sacred Heart campus were not im-

peded.  On the now 17 

acre campus sits a pre-

school and private ele-

mentary and middle 

school.  With almost 

700 students and a con-

struction schedule that 

spanned almost 3 com-

plete school years, 

traffic control, coordination, and the safety of everyone was of the 

utmost importance.   

 

“This is theology in stone. Everything about this building is really trying to teach 
us more about the love and the mercy of Jesus,” he said. (Father David Boettner) 

Interior Features 

 

The Altar: The altar is 11’ long and 

is made of Michelangelo  Statu-

ario marble.  The top is a flat 

stone weighing 2,500 pounds is 4” 

thick.  

The Tabernacle: The Tabernacle is 

constructed of bronze and marble 

and weighs more than 500 

pounds. 

The Baldacchio: Standing over 45’ 

tall it is constructed of wood and 

is finished with a faux marble 

paint. 
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Coordination with other trades 

Due to the amount of high quality materials such as marble, zinc, 

and priceless works of art, some shipped from all over the world,  

it was of the utmost importance that all trades worked together 

to make sure that the subsequent final finishes were accurate 

down to the very last detail.  Otherwise, even the smallest piece 

of marble flooring or column cover wouldn’t work.  This required 

precise shop drawings and layout and often times in the field 

changes had to be made to  protect the aesthetics and design 

that the architect intended. 

One instance of this was once the interior scaffolding was erect-

ed, all trades that needed to use it , including framers, artists, 

painters, plasterers, electricians, and others had to complete 

their work before it was removed.  Because the area below 

couldn’t be completed until then, this required careful schedul-

ing and timing among the trades. 
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Framing view of some of the interior’s 56 arches. 



Even without the narration written here, it is easy to see why The Ca-

thedral of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus is special.  From the tower-

ing dome visible as you exit I-40 over a mile away to the 40+ miles of 

wood trim, the exquisite beauty of the cathedral is breathtaking. 

Built to last over 250 years, the cathedral is an architectural master-

piece that employed over 31 subcontractor firms and spanned almost 

3 years under construction.  Architect of record, Kelly Headden, of Bar-

ber McMurry states that it was the “most complicated project in their 

firms 103 year history.” 

The Catholic Diocese, Merit Construction, Barber McMurry, The Wake-

field Corporation and the entire construction team worked tirelessly 

and with a perfect safety record to complete this stunning 28,000 

square foot building “that stands as a witness to the importance of 

faith in our community.” 

Why is Sacred Heart Cathedral special? 
Dedicated to Excellence 

The Wakefield Corporation was 

founded in 1986 by Jim Wake-

field based on this one princi-

ple. Just as the construction 

industry has evolved over the 

last THREE decades, so has The 

Wakefield Corporation (TWC). 

We are no longer just a drywall 

company, from metal stud 

framing, acoustical ceilings, 

and exterior façade installa-

tion, TWC can handle any size 

project that might arise. 

 


