St. Joseph’s legacy continues with new
seminary plans

written by Malea Hargett |

The Diocese of Little Rock plans to construct a new college seminary on the grounds of the
former St. Joseph Orphanage in North Little Rock. The orphanage, severely damaged by fire on
March 19, was deemed unsalvageable. The new seminary aims to accommodate the growing
number of seminarians and address the program’s expanding needs.

Diocese to demolish St. Joseph Center
after fire damage
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The Diocese of Little Rock announced July 3 that it will be demolishing St. Joseph Center in
North Little Rock after a fire March 19 caused major structural damage.

The fire destroyed the roof, the iconic cupola topped with a cross and some of the interior,
including the chapel.

The building was constructed in 1910 as St. Joseph Orphanage, operated by the sisters of St.
Scholastica Monastery in Fort Smith. After 1978, the orphanage closed, and the sisters
continued to use the building and grounds for a daycare.

When the daycare closed in 1997, the diocese operated a retreat center there until 2010, when
it signed a 50-year lease with St. Joseph Center of Arkansas Inc. Since then, the center has
been used for art studios and an Airbnb. Outside, there is an organic urban farm and farm
stand.

In a statement, Bishop Anthony B. Taylor said, “For the second time in three months, I have
sad news to share with you regarding the former St. Joseph Orphanage building in North Little
Rock. On March 19, the Solemnity of St. Joseph, a fire broke out which heavily damaged much
of the building. As a consequence, after having been studied by engineering and insurance
experts, it has now been determined that the building is structurally unsound and cannot be
salvaged at a reasonable rate compared to the cost to rebuild. The cost to restore the current
building is believed to be over $20 million and that does not include putting in air conditioning,
which the current building did not have, or the cost of operating the building once rebuilt.
Sadly, the most prudent decision for the future of that property and the people of the diocese is



to demolish the building — and the Diocesan Finance Council, Presbyteral Council and the
Diocesan Pastoral Council all concur unanimously in this decision.

“I know this decision will displease quite a few people, but I am convinced that we have no
other realistic alternative. This is doubly sad because of all our memories of the good work
done by the Benedictine sisters of St. Scholastica Monastery with the St. Joseph Orphanage, as
well as our other memories of this historic building and the desire we naturally share to see it
preserved. But the sad reality is that the projected cost to restore the building to its original
state and bring it up to code would be disproportionate to how the building might be used and
to the benefit that it would provide to the people of the diocese — who, of course, are my
overarching responsibility. The mission of the Catholic Church in Arkansas is bigger than any
one building, no matter how important or historic. And our priority must always be to
evangelize and spread our faith. As Pope Francis reminded a group of pilgrims back on May
20, 2023, ‘Our faith is not an artifact in a museum, it is a living witness to the world.’

“The diocese has made an agreement with St. Joseph Center of Arkansas to permit them to
continue their activities on the property for the time being, as they have done valuable work
over the years in keeping the memory alive for those who benefited from their years at the
orphanage.”

The 56,000-square-foot, four-story brick and stone building was modeled after an Italian villa.
Of the 720 acres once maintained by the sisters, only 63 acres are still owned by the diocese.
Since the fire, the St. Joseph Center of Arkansas has continued to conduct most of its outdoor
activities and fundraising events.

Historic St. Joseph Center badly damaged
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High winds and dry conditions amplified a fire that started at St. Joseph Center in North Little
Rock around 5:40 p.m. March 19, causing severe damage to the roof and the center’s interior.

Staff believes the fire started in the attic.

According to reports from the North Little Rock Fire Department, the fire began before 6 p.m.
on the feast day of St. Joseph, but the exact cause is currently unknown. NLRFD crews were
assessing the center’s grounds in the early morning hours of March 20 as multiple units from
the North Little Rock Police Department secured the scene.



NLRFD assesses St. Joseph Center in North Little Rock in the early morning hours of March
20. (Katie Zakrzewski)

Arkansas Catholic was allowed onto the property as crews assessed the structure. The morning
light revealed that the center’s iconic red tile roof was gone.




The iconic red tile roof and cupola atop St. Joseph Center in North Little Rock were destroyed
by a fire on the evening of March 19, the feast of St. Joseph. (Katie Zakrzewski)

The Diocese of Little Rock built St. Joseph Orphanage in 1910 with the Benedictine sisters of
St. Scholastica Monastery in Fort Smith operating it until 1978. After the orphanage closed,
the sisters ran a kindergarten and daycare for local children until 1997. The diocese operated a
retreat center there until 2010 when it signed a 50-year lease with St. Joseph Center of
Arkansas Inc. to oversee the building and grounds. Since then, the center has been used as art
studios, an Airbnb, organic farm and farm stand.

The 56,000-square-foot, four-story yellow brick and stone building was crowned with a cupola
like an Italian-style villa.

St. Joseph Center posted on Facebook in the evening hours of March 19, “Everyone is safe.
Animals are safe. Building is still burning. It started in the attic and we do not know the
source. Prayers are appreciated. Will update soon.”
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Several windows, exterior features, he chapel, th cppola and the r tile o of St. Joseph
Center in North Little Rock were damaged in a fire March 19. Assessments are ongoing. (Katie
Zakrzewski)

A few hours later, executive Director Sandy DeCoursey posted another update, saying, “Your
outpouring of love and support for St. Joseph Center of Arkansas is overwhelming. I've just
gotten home and am now reflecting on the events of the day. Smoke permeates our clothes and
lungs as reminders of the devastation. I'm so very grateful to all those who worked tirelessly to
try and salvage the building while putting out fires all over the property. Thankfully, there was
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no loss of life (humans or animals). But, the loss is great indeed.

“This building is home to what we lovingly refer to as ‘farmily’...the staff, volunteers, artists,
gardeners, farmers/interns, animal ambassadors, Farm Stand patrons and others who have
poured their heart and soul into the restoration of this place over the last 15 years. The
community of North Little Rock/Little Rock has helped St. Joseph’s thrive and grow. And, we’re
going to need your help to bounce back.

“Tomorrow (March 20), in the morning light, we will assess next steps and keep everyone
informed as we regroup and plan the path forward. ...”

How you can help

St. Joseph Center is accepting donations to help recover from the March 19 fire. You can make
a donation here.

On that donation page, St. Joseph Center explained how donations would help with the losses
so far.

“We had one permanent resident and three WWOOFers (a volunteer who participates in the
World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms program) in the building whose belongings are
gone and are now without housing. We had 30 artists with studios in the building whose
artwork and workspace are gone. We had history dating back as early as the 1900s when our
building was constructed as an orphanage and operated by the Benedictine sisters, all gone.
We had five farmers working onsite in our high tunnels and blackberry rows to produce for our
farmstand. We have seven permanent staff and many part-time helpers without a job to return
to. We have goats, chickens, ducks, cows, donkeys, sheep, bees and our farm dog, Peaches,
who are thankfully all OK. Not to mention all our wonderful volunteers who considered St.
Joseph’s as a second home, or a getaway from home,” the donation post read.

“There’s a lot more to say, but we are all left speechless in this tragic moment and anything
you can donate will help to restore some livelihoods or if possible, our building. We thank you
in advance for all your prayers, kind words and concern during this time. Please look for
updates soon.”
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