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Jim Hughes retires after 48 years at St, Catherine’s Church piano

LLongtime musical director plans to travel, worship in free time

By Kyla Woodard
For Clay Today

ORANGE PARK - For Jim Hughes, music is
away of lile, a melody thal brings an inner
peace inside of him that he can’t shake.

“That is when [ feel closest to God and
Lo the Lord. That is also when I feel closest
Lo my faith community here. To be able lo
lead them in song.” Jim Hughes said.

F'rom a young age, Hughes has been
spreading his gifl throughout the walls of
Sl. Catherine of Siena Catholic Church,
leaving a lasting mark on those around
him.

But, after 48 years, Jim Hughes is say-
ing goodbye to his special spol in fronl of
the piano. Packing up his once-busy office
and giving a final farewell as the devoled
music director that changed the sounds of
music [rom whal il had always been.

As Hughes retires [rom his long-run-
ning position, he leaves a legacy that will
be hard Lo replace.

His strong lies with the church be-
gan back in 1975. With his father in the
military, Hughes said his family had trans-
ferred to Orange Park, near the church.
Hughes said il was always a Lradilion for
his family to find a Catholic church to be a

“We always, as a family, every Sun-
day, no malter where we were, we found a
Catholic church if we were out of town and
in the state. So, this is where our family
slarled lo atlend,” Hughes said.

Hughes said his mother introduced him
to then pastor, Father Edward Rooney.

“We moved here at the end of July. By
the first week in Seplember, | was playing
one of the masses,” Hughes said.

With the church being new at the time,
Hughes said he brought much of his knowl-
edge Lo the then-small parish.

“They had a traditional choir, but they
didn’t have any mare conlemporary sound
masses. So, that's what | brought Lo Si.
Catherine's first. And [I] introduced a lot
of new music for them,” Jim Hughes said.

Father Rooney said he remembered
when he met Hughes for the first time.
The retired paslor Lold al thal moment; he
knew Hughes was a force (o be reckoned
with.

“Shortly after he moved in, | heard him
play the guilar and recognized his lalenls.
We had a folk group going at the time, and
[ asked Jim if he could accept the folk
group’s leadership, and he willingly said
ves,” Father Rooney said.

Hughes said his leadership started with

Jim Hughes will step away from the piano at 5t. Catherine's of Siena Catholic Church after
playing there for 48 years. Hughes also worked as a teacher in Clay County.

That was mainly due to his dual dedi-
calion as an clementary-level Clay County
school system teacher. In college, Hughes
said education wasn't his plan. Initially
studying music, some clashings wilh his
music professors propelled his path in a
different direction.

“I was starting not lo like music, and
music was Loo important in my life not to
like il. So, 1 wenl into education,” Hughes
said.

nally retired, he was able to become a full-
lime music director al the church. He said
he went from doing one mass o several
every week.

Shelly Hughes witnessed her husband's
Lransition into full-lime music ministry.
Shelly met Jim when they were both mem-
bers of the church. Jim's musical talent
remains influential in their story. So much
so thal Shelly said she is nol sure they
would've ever mel without il.

part of, wherever they were. one mass. Fvery year he picked up more. Teaching for 37 years, when Hughes fi- m
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"“gnes ol Faith Formation at the church, has
from pagse 6 known ughes for 15 years. e said that

in working with him for so long, he has
been able Lo wiltness lirsthand the legacy
Lhal llughes has buill.

“lle has a special lalent Tor wril-
ing music thal makes the congregation
sing. lle's been recognized by many of
his peers over Lhe years [or that ability,”
Reilly said.

Jims passion [or music has never wa-
vered but only made him stronger, cven in
the midst of adversity. As a double ampu-
Lee, Jim continues 1o use God and music
as an uplilling molivation Lo keep going.

In 2002, Jim lost his lef leg due o oa
bone infection. Diagnosed with diabeles
as a child, Jim said the condition slowed
down Lhe healing process. causing Lhe in-
fection Lo gel worse:

In a later accident, while traveling,

When Jim first became music director at
Lthe church. Shelly said it was around Lhal
time that she decided W audition for the
choir. Due Lo circumstances, Shelly said
Lhe commitment didn’t lasl.

lowever, her connection Lo Jim did. The
two would go on Lo run into cach other sev-
eral Limes, bul Shelly said she didn’l think
anylhing ol il

“ILdidn’L stick in my head. Neither of us
_inour head,” Shelly said.

Thes next Lime the two mel was for a
church retreal o Orlando. Shelly said Jim
Loted his guitar around and never went
anywhere without it. On the way there,
Lhe: entire van decided 1o sing commercial
jingles Lo bypass the long ride.

PMaying by car. she said Jim enter-
Lained the entire bus with melodic tunes.  Jim said he dropped a ballery pack on his
However, she said one jingle was hard for  fool, crushing three of four arteri In
everyone Lo remember. turn, he had o make the diflicull decision

“Kight before we gol Lo the Serendipily, Lo ampulate his other leg.
wie were stuck on Lhe old Kentucky Fricd “When you lose a limb like this, a lov of
Chicken commercial jingle and we couldn’t  people Teel like their lile is over. This one
figure it out,” Shelly said. has been gone Tor well over 20 years, and

Mer the group dispersed, she didn't il didn’ slow me down,” Jim said.
see Jim again until her next break. Later, Adapling 1o his circumstances, Jim
[ an arm wrap around her shoulder,  said he never gave up. Deacon Larry Harl
Shelly said she wrened w see Jim leaning  said he remembered how quickly Jim re-
into her ear. turned Lo the church aller his ampula-

“le sang the commercial jingle for  Lion.

:ky Fried Chicken, ‘Gel a bucket of “A couple of weeks afler he lost one
1. and | was like, ‘Oh my God, I'min ol his limbs, he was back al the keyboard
th this man,”™ Shelly said. singing al mass. 1L was amaxing,” Harl

Shelly said that since then, the couple  said.
has joked thal Jim's singing and musical- Iarl said his relationship with Jim
ity brought the two wgether. Their story el a lasting impact on his life. He said
comes full circle with the two marrying in-+ while at 8. Catherine’s, Jim sang at all
the church they first mel. three of his daughiers” weddings. Harl

M while being the renowned music  said Jim leaving will be tough for Lhe

“Quality
dircctor al St Catherine’s, Hughes Tound — chorch to lace

“IUs going Lo be a void. It will be a gap Vﬂ [N | ra o] Tlﬂl 1 ”
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songs performed. Hughes he has wril-
ten and produced many albums.

Ilughes said that the joy he s when
performing his songs doesn’L just come
from the music bul the reaction that comes
with it. He said seeing the congregation

sing along o the songs is dilferent and ful-
filling, especially for a Catholic church.

Ilughes said that traditional Catholic
churd| own [o
singing other than the choir.
in the past, because of the Latin language,
the congregation couldn't follow along 1o
prayers and songs unless Lthey had a mis-
sel in [ronl of Lthem.

“Before 1065, when the mass was in
Latin. there was nol a lot ol involvemenl.
People came Lo church, bul they sal there ™
dim said.

lowever. Hughes and his music ush-
cred ina new style of worship. including
singing aboul soc sucs that plague the
communily, such as immigration and rac-
ism.

“There was a lob ol good music oul at
that time, bul il wasn'lL as personal as
some of the music that has been written in
the: last 50 years,” Jim said.

Vincent Reilly, previously the Director

among our masses because he's been
such a strong ... presence. Vs sorl of like
we don’l know how good we have it until
il's gone,” Hart said.

Jim said he hopes retiring will give
him more Lime o travel with his wile.
With having loads of responsibility as
Lhe music director, Jim said ofl days lor
him were sparse. However, with lime on
his hands, Jim plans w use it in fulfilling
Ways.

“I would like o be able just w re-
lax and 1o do some traveling. | have six
prandchildren, and three of them live
here in the area. To spend more lime with
them, Lo walch them grow up. Those are
Lhes main things.”™ Jim said.

As Jim lets go ol his role, the church
will nol Targel his legacy. And he said he
would continue to be grateful for his Lime
there and for the people he has been able
Lo touch. not only as a music director but
as a [riend.

“I'm going o miss the communily.
Nol just the physical grounds ol 81 Cath-
erine’s, but I'm going Lo miss the people.
Being able o minister o them, o help
lead them 1o have a betler spirit-filled life
with ChrisL,” Jim said.
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