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Rita Richardson

Saving

How a
Tennessee
Couple is
Restoring a
Forgotten
Tuscan
Church
By Danielle DeSimone

To the untrained eye, it is just
a boarded-up door on a street
of buildings that have been
standing since the Medieval
Ages – not an unusual sight
in a Tuscan town. The door
W W W . N I A F. O R G

is largely forgotten, with
trashcans blocking it from view,
the truck drivers parking in
front completely unaware that
Renaissance-era treasures hide
behind the decrepit façade.
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Rita and Tim
Richardson
on Via Dante

But, for the first time in decades,
someone has taken an interest in what
is behind the decaying door in Castiglion Fiorentino. And it just might be
this sleepy community’s saving grace.
American couple Rita and Tim
Richardson, from Nashville, Tenn.,
discovered Castiglion Fiorentino in
in the green hills of eastern Tuscany
in 2010 when visiting their son, who
was studying abroad in the nearby
town of Cortona. A short, 10-minute
bus ride brought them to the small,
walled city, and Castiglion Fiorentino

Rita Richardson

Rita Richardson

Cherub statue in the Oratorio

Castiglion Fiorentino

quickly charmed them. A year later,
they bought a 600-year-old apartment there.
Rita’s connections to Italy run
deep. Her Italian mother was born
and raised in Naples, Italy, eventually
marrying Rita’s American father and
moving to the United States. Rita
would later travel through Europe
while working as a young language
instructor, and would always return
to Italy in her attempts to build relationships with her mother’s family.
Her love of Italy, and her Italian

heritage and language, inspired her
two sons to study Italian in college. It
was this same connection to Italy that
led Rita and her husband, Tim, to
Via Dante in Castiglion Fiorentino,
where their apartment building
stands just a few steps away from an
abandoned door.
On their month-long trips to
Italy, Rita and Tim would pass the
boarded-up door as they walked
through the town, never noticing
what they would discover three
years later to be the entrance to a

17th-century Baroque chapel.
The first time they noticed the
door was when their Italian neighbor
pointed it out, recalling his First
Communion inside and lamenting the
church’s current state. The American
couple began asking their neighbors
on the street about the door, its entrance blocked by trash, boards, and a
thick, iron chain and lock. Most locals
had no idea what it led to, while older
generations of Castiglion Fiorentino
vaguely recalled a small chapel from
their childhood.
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Rita Richardson

Original fresco over
the main altar
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and encouraged his fellow priests not
take themselves too seriously. Once,
he shaved off half of his beard before
Mass. Another time, he convinced a
fellow priest to give the same sermon
six consecutive Sundays so parishioners
would think he only knew one sermon.
As Tim put it, with a wry chuckle, “He
just seemed like our kind of guy.”
Although those who would
remember Castiglion Fiorentino’s
oratorio as it once was have long since
passed, the memories of the chapel
linger on. People began sharing stories of their families attending Mass,
of First Communions, and of marriages. Hearing the stories inspired the
Richardsons to take on the arduous
task of bringing the Oratorio di San
Filippino back to life.
Their first challenge was winning
over the town’s approval. As Rita so

Interior of the Oratorio
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Rita Richardson

Tim Richardson
exploring
the Oratorio
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In a move that was controversial at
the time, Saint Philip began empowering lay people, allowing them to compose their own music for services, undertake missionary work in Rome, and
even preach sermons. San Filippino’s
oratories began spreading throughout
Italy, and the small chapel in Castiglion
Fiorentino was one of the first to be
built after the saint’s death. It served as
a community center where the people
of the town gathered with the clergy
for educational and community events,
religious lectures, concerts, and prayer.
By giving lay people a leadership role
in the Church, San Filippino encouraged participation and enthusiasm.
His shrewd sense of humor was infamous. He often poked fun of himself
Ambassador

delicately puts it, “Sometimes Americans think something is a good idea,
and then there’s some, you know…
cultural differences.” The can-do spirit
of volunteering that is such an integral
part of American society is much less
prominent in Italian culture.
“It’s not necessarily good or bad,”
Tim says. “Just different.”
Many of the locals believe that
because the oratorio belongs to the
Catholic Church, the Church should
fix it. However, when Tim and Rita
proposed their idea, the town leaders
gave their full support. Suddenly, the
Richardsons were thrust to the helm of
a historical renovation project. Research
had to be done; hands had to be shook.
In true Italian style, the couple was giv-

Rita Richardson

“They all remember as children
peeking through the door, and
seeing statues decorated with white
lilies,” Rita says.
And they remember the name
of the religious group that had built
the chapel: the Oratory of Saint
Philip Neri, often referred to as the
Oratorio di San Filippino (an oratorio
refers to both the religious order of
Saint Philip Neri and the physical
chapel). The Richardsons unearthed
the story of Saint Philip Neri, an
Italian priest in the 16th century.
Unconventional for his time, Saint
Philip was extremely humble and
devoted to his vow of poverty, living
in stark contrast to most Renaissance
clergymen. He became popular in
Rome, where he built a community
of clergy and lay people, learning
and living together.

en only minutes warning before being
squished into a tiny car, making hairpin
turns along the road to the residence of
the Archbishop Riccardo Fontana of the
Arezzo Diocese. Archbishop Fontana
was enthusiastic about the project; so
much so, that he called in his personal
architect and sent him back with the
Richardsons to Castiglion Fiorentino.
That day in 2014, Tim and Rita
finally saw the interior of the oratorio
for themselves. Despite decades of
neglect and disrepair, the artwork
was surprisingly intact. White marble cherubs adorned the facades.
Hand-painted frescoes were still
visible. And, perhaps most stunning
of all was the cerulean blue ceiling,
studded with golden stars and suns.
There was also the debris from
one of the four floors that had
collapsed, decades of dust and
filth, and one dead pigeon. After
an inspection from the Archbishop’s architect, the Diocese gave its
approval of the Richardsons’ project
– along with an estimated €300,000
renovation price tag.
The prospect of having to raise that
much money to fund a renovation in a
foreign country is a daunting one. But
in what could be called the spirit of San
Filippino, Italians and American expats
of Castiglion Fiorentino came together.

Italian neighbors offered up their family
stories and photographs in the church
to be shared with the world, while
American expats assisted the Richardsons with the United States IRS paperwork that gave them 501(c)3 status.
Their non-profit was officially born.
With such a high financial
goal to reach, Tim and Rita have
a long road ahead of them before
the Oratorio di San Filippino is
fully restored. With a background
in business and marketing, Tim is
slightly more pragmatic than his
enthusiastic wife and sees fundraising as the biggest challenge. Rita
remains steadily optimistic and leads
the charge in much of the fundraising work, which is done primarily
through social media outreach.
There is some urgency in their efforts. The longer the building stands
unfixed, the greater the possibility
for more floors to collapse, or for
more of the artwork to wither away.
The Richardsons have begun to
reach out to Italian, history, and art

communities worldwide, even receiving assistance from Florence’s Uffizi
Gallery. It is challenging work, but according to Rita, “My life has become
so much richer from the people I’ve
met because of this project.”
Yet, despite worldwide social
media networks and the best of intentions, Little Italys in major American
cities disintegrate and crumbling
small towns in Italy such as Castiglion
Fiorentino struggle to uphold the
history and traditions of the past.
The Richardsons’ goals for restoring the oratorio extend far beyond
the bones of the building. They want
to rebuild a community. In the latest
plans outlined by the Friends of San
Filippino organization, fundraising
will not only rebuild the oratory and
restore the artwork, it will also update
the plumbing and infrastructure,
add Wi-Fi, and construct living and
working quarters for visiting priests,
scholars, artists and pilgrims.
“We envision this church, when it’s
remodeled, to be a community center

of sorts for the town,” Rita says. “And
hopefully, once again, there will be
classes, lectures, concerts and activities
for the community, to continue the
legacy of what Saint Philip Neri and
the oratorios did so many years ago.”
This idea of community carries
through all of Tim and Rita’s work.
With the power of modern technology, they are bringing together Italians,
Italian Americans, and history and art
lovers on both sides of the Atlantic, to
save this small church. They dream of
a Castiglion Fiorentino that can come
together again, the young and the
old, the clergy and the lay people, Italians and Italian Americans, under the
roof of San Filippino, where the word
“community” can mean something
once more.
For more information on Friends of San
Filippino or to support the Richardsons’
fundraising goals, go to www.friendsofsanfilippino.org.
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