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One of the most interesting sub-plots running through the serial of religious history is the idea of sacred space. 

It seems that human are attracted to the idea that certain places are special, different, holy. It may be that some event or some natural characteristic has given them that holiness and what we are doing is, as it were, to tune into it: so we feel compelled to make something of those places of miracle and martyrdom. The majesty of the hilltop and the reliability of the never-failing spring have a symbolism that do not need to be explained in words, and in thousands of instances lead to a site being regarded as a fit place for worship, activity that is directed towards the divine, and that should be set apart from common use. But, as we all know, the notion of sacred space is not limited to places like that. A piece of land with no religious history, no natural features to mark it out, in town or country, can become sacred in our eyes, through usage, prayer and custom; through tradition; through a sense of loyalty to the use that previous generations have made of the place. There are all sorts of places where (with apologies if this is taking the words out of the author’s context, but they can stand it) a bit of us would say our ‘yes’ and ‘amen’ to those lines from T S Eliot’s Little Gidding: ‘You are not here to verify, / Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity / Or carry report. You are here to kneel / Where prayer has been valid.’ 

It is fascinating that through the thought-world of the Old Testament we see a development of a cult for which sacred places – trees, mountains and so on – were important; where centralising the sacrificial cult at Jerusalem was an act in which there were enormous currents of the manipulation of religious and political power; a realisation that as Jews were dispersed through the known world, so God was still with them, for he was not the patron deity of a territory in a primitive sense, one among others in potential competition, real but invisible beyond the skies: rather he was the one creator and sovereign being who could and should be worshipped everywhere and anywhere, irrespective of what building humans might think of erecting for the purpose, or whether they would do so at all. Alongside its centralised temple cult, Judaism both developed the institution of the synagogue, literally the meeting-place, the teaching room, and also maintained the family, therefore the house or tent, as an environment of worship and observance. And yet the force of gravity of sacred space, the need to have something set apart as sacred space, seems irresistible.

The Christian tradition begins with an ambivalent attitude towards sacred space. Remember the dialogue [John 4] between Jesus and the Samaritan woman: ‘Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. Our fathers worshipped on this mountain; and you say that in Jerusalem is the place where people ought to worship.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father … The hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.’ There is a kind of energy and tension in that passage, an inescapable irony when we capture it and read it as if it only belongs within physical walls. And the ultimate vision of the New Testament is of existence with God where the need for separate sacred space will be done away, because there is no space which is not sacred: ‘I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the almighty and the Lamb.’ [Revelation 21.22] Heaven has no churches. [Good news for the rest of you: no churches, no archdeacons either.]

The new Christian faith spread through the energy and vision of St Paul, whose trade was the making of tents: but we could be forgiven for having the impression that, as soon as it could, Christian culture turned from tents to stones, and expressed itself through the taking-over of buildings or the construction of new ones. And why? Partly as I have suggested because the notion of sacred space is so important to the human psyche and seems embedded in our religious consciousness; and partly because in so many cases the physical size of a religious building is a statement of substance, stability and importance, a symbol of the greatness of divine power before which the smallness of common humanity is seen in the insignificance of our own little houses jumbled together. It is still just possible to get something of this when approaching, along the flat countryside, a Lincoln or a Chartres or a York.

All of this means that we have an odd feeling, which we cannot always articulate, when it seems as if sacred space is to be made not-sacred, or [I suppose we could say] post-sacred. To an extent this feeling depends on the degree to which we are tuned in to these things, I suppose. It also depends on our reading of architectural cues. The language of ecclesiastical architecture in each age stands in a characteristic relationship to the domestic and industrial styles of the same period. We may find it easier or more difficult to be reconciled in purely aesthetic terms to the conversion of a building from sacred to secular use. I would be interested to know whether tomorrow’s visits includes the converted chapel at the back of Borders bookshop: if it doesn’t, please go there anyway. In Aldwark is a previous Methodist meeting place, domestic architecture scaled-up and made to serve a sacred purpose, now a dentist’s surgery. One of the Minster congregation wrote, some years ago, a little book listing all the places in York that were built or had been used for public worship, and it’s a fascinating aid to walking around the city and lifting the eyes above the one-size-fits-all shop fronts to see what is really there. 

But, oh, isn’t all this so much more difficult when the not-sacred or post-sacred space, whether actual or potential, isn’t in an ancient city where there are dozens of churches, but in the villages? In Yorkshire – and I daresay elsewhere – the villages seem peppered with ‘Chapel Cottages’, conversions of non-conformist buildings dating from, maybe, the first half of the nineteenth century. Like my former dentist’s, these buildings are usually rectangular and very domestic. It’s a much harder matter when a building is uncompromisingly non-domestic in its shape and style and substance, and where its associations in the hearts and minds of residents are very definitely with worship alone, with rites of passage – ‘I was christened in that church, and my parents were married there’ – and even more strongly when people add ‘and my grandparents are buried in the churchyard.’ If there is little demand for converted churches to form small concert halls or galleries in the countryside, are we in a position where ‘sacred space’ can only be replaced by ‘sacred vacuum’ – a building kept unfurnished or allowed to ruin, as if, not being needed as a church, we cannot bear the idea of it being anything else?

In whatever place and whatever the background, the notion of taking the sacredness out of a building or a location is likely to cause difficulty and confusion. It raises questions – again, not always articulated in these terms, but real nevertheless, and highly emotionally-charged – of ownership and belonging. What does it mean to talk about ‘our church’? The written and unwritten constitution of the Church of England makes it very clear that the church is not the club house of enrolled members. That is one reason why churchwardens are elected by residents and incoming regular worshippers as one constituency, and not by worshippers alone. It is the reason why, if a scheme for closing a parish church is contemplated, there is [in the Diocese of York] a public meeting, and the local authority is consulted. But, of course, there is an underlying problem, which faces us usually before we get to such a stage. Despite the very welcome assistance for the maintenance of buildings which comes from public funds, there are many church buildings that are not in practice eligible for such subsidies. 

It always rankled, when I was a lay PCC member, that appeals for help with the cost of capital works on our architecturally-unremarkable triumphalist 1300-seater, galleried, 1845 pseudo-Early English barn fell on deaf ears; while requests for money to maintain a Pearson creation, in a nearby parish whose financial, social and pastoral circumstances were very much the same, were much more productive. Herein lies one of the features about English church life today that in my gloomier moments I can only see as a problem and not even the most heavily disguised opportunity, but maybe this conference will open my eyes. At the risk of falling into the trap of seeming to think that this whole subject is finance-driven (which it isn’t), we haven’t quite managed to solve this conundrum. [I take a leaf out of the book of an architect friend, the splendidly-named Donald Buttress, who made a very provocative statement in a meeting which got everyone on the edge of their seat and suffering sudden adrenalin overload: ‘I’m just overstating so that you’ll get the point.’] The structures and rules concerning the responsibility to maintain church buildings talk the language of public amenity. But the structures and rules concerning the resourcing of that activity talk the language of volunteers, their work and financial contribution. Those who choose to turn up to church on a Sunday have not asked to be the funding base for the building they use: but they find themselves cast in that role, and once they are, it is difficult to extricate themselves from it.

This is, I suppose, because of three factors. One is a sense of the historic: and although it is a parody of Christianity to see it as anything other than the faith which ‘the Church is called to proclaim afresh in each generation’ – and that is the fatal flaw in Philip Larkin’s Churchgoing  – nevertheless, it is impossible to be a worshipping Christian without an awareness of the living tradition of faith within which we stand, and therefore of the living tradition of the things which aid and support its practice, of which the built heritage is an important part. The second is a sense of loyalty: by and large, those who worship are the kind of people likely to be aware of their responsibilities within the social context, and are unlikely to say to their fellow-worshippers ‘I’m not going to give any more time and money to the church because we are too bogged down with the building,’ and walk away. And the third is a culture within the church that we can express either as a horror of failure or a reluctance to accept that it is all right for activities, buildings and the use of buildings to have an end as well as a beginning. Somehow it feels respectable as Christians to say that we will start this that or the other: but somehow it feels un-Christian to say ‘let’s stop, let’s withdraw, let’s re-group.’

The whole area of the redundancy of church buildings is one that has within it enormous issues: theological, social, psychological, practical. These issues are not always easy to address. This is partly because they cannot be seen in isolation either from each other or from the wider church and cultural context. Very often, these issues are unspoken, which is a complicating factor. The pattern we have in the Church of England is one that lays very heavy emphasis on consultation and agreement. The advantages of this are obvious: the price we pay is that it may seem as if we are unable to make firm and co-ordinated decisions. Some of us may wish that strategic planning for the church – be it in terms of staffing or buildings – could be firmly directed, and perhaps bishops and archdeacons or even diocesan committees would like to see themselves with the powers and responsibilities of area managers, being able to tell parish clergy and PCCs what to do. However, if we try to tell PCCs what to do, they very soon tell us where to go [this is Yorkshire, after all]. Other denominations in England, and established churches in other countries, have the constitutional ability to be much more directive, yes, even over the question of which church shall stay open and which shall close: but, I wonder, what is the cost in terms of alienation, disappointment and unresolved bereavement, of anger and guilt that have nowhere to be expressed? The proportion of churches that are made redundant in the Church of England is tiny in comparison to what other bodies do. Whether that is a reason for rejoicing or lament is one of the questions that we shall be addressing in this conference, and I have no intention of making a glib and simplistic declaration one way or the other at this stage.

Redundancy of church buildings is nothing new. I do ask myself whether it is something that can, or should, be accelerated as a programme in the Church of England. I cannot believe that we would, if starting from scratch, provide ourselves with the number of buildings that we have: some 600 churches in this diocese, from the Humber to the Tees, plus those of other denominations. I am encouraged when there is a need for a new church building, and look forward to a week on Sunday when we shall consecrate the newly-built parish church at Ingleby Barwick near Middlesbrough.

But I do have my concerns and my questions. I am concerned when the procedures which we must follow mean that a very small group of people is able to block the strategic closure of a church in a town that would still have more than it needed, and the burden of maintaining all those buildings has now skewed the financial strategy of a whole deanery. I am concerned when I see congregations that are (understandably) exhausted when they have raised enough money to keep their building standing, and then struggle to contribute to the maintenance and development of ministry. I am encouraged when I see co-operation between village parishes that were formerly separate and even mutually suspicious, and when people get over the barrier that if there isn’t a service in their own particular church this Sunday then God has taken a day off and they might as well do so too. I am concerned when support for a church in terms of the number of worshippers drops below the point of viability, which means that redundancy can come by default rather than by a conscious decision of those who have loved a place to say a grateful but deliberate goodbye. I am also concerned when clergy race around their multi-church benefices on Sunday mornings, taking maybe three services and seeing a total of 30 people, trying to relate to the third congregation in as professional and caring a way as they did to the first and second: but it is hard work. I am encouraged when a parish [Hawsker near Whitby] finds a middle way, and sees its nave made into a dual-purpose space for Sunday worship and a weekday school hall. I am encouraged when an old church is preserved with its period-piece interior, occasionally used by the congregation of the grown-up daughter church next door [e.g. Great Ayton or Skelton].

It takes a huge amount of courage to come to terms with the idea that patterns of population, patterns of churchgoing, and the costs of building maintenance have changed over long periods to the extent where the living church needs something different from what history has given it. It seems ungrateful, but we have to realise, that our forebears’ reasons for building churches of the size and in the locations that they did were not always blessed by realism, foresight or a concern for the weight that would be laid on us their successors.

Before I end, I would like to reflect that the very fact we are here speaks volumes about the seriousness with which this subject is taken in this country. That is something for which we should be thankful. And I cannot say how appreciative I am of the work and expertise and imagination that so many of you here contribute, often unnoticed, to this challenging and sensitive part of the contemporary church scene.

[End]
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