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or, “I have been thrown out of better 

places than Budapest Cathedral!” 



The Christchurch Earthquake and the Theology of church building use 

Photos: Wikipedia (L), Christchurch Cathedral Website (R) 

“… the most vital question we can ask about church buildings for the 21st Century, 

will this building hinder or help to spread the gospel?” Rev. Dr. Peter Carrell (2012) 

Is this building, as we present it and use it, helping to spread the gospel? 

If not, how can we make it do so? 

As for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good… 

Genesis 50:20(RSV) 



Church Buildings: What can 1,800 years of History teach us? 

Possibly the oldest church I’ve photographed: Butrint, Albania (5th Century) 
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Back to the Future! The cyclical pattern of church building use 

What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done; 

and there is nothing new under the sun. Ecclesiastes 1:9 (RSV) 
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How many uses does a Church Building have? Here are 25… 

… bet you can think of loads more! 



Where a building has multiple potential uses… 

They might be in CONFLICT with each other  

The challenge here is to manage the conflict in such a way that Christian 

values are upheld and the Gospel is promoted. 

They might well COMPLEMENT each other  

Synergies between uses can result in a whole that is much greater than the 

sum of its parts… if managed carefully! 

They may require CREATIVE ADAPTATION to the building 

Anything from moving some furniture to a partial rebuild! 



Sometimes building uses can clash… 

… which is how I came to be thrown out of Budapest Cathedral! 



Conflicting Building Uses and how to manage them (1) 

Funerals 

Almost always “short notice” (<2 weeks) 

Family will not appreciate visitors wandering round and taking photographs 

and expect exclusive use of the church. 

Weddings 

Let’s be honest – they’re a big money-spinner! 

Generally arranged a long time in advance (>1 year) 

Tourists and visitors will be unwelcome …? 

Confidential Groups (e.g. Al-Anon, Narcotics Anonymous) 

Likely to be regular (weekly) at the same time 

Absolutely no tourists / visitors will be welcome! 

Best accommodated in a confidential room if possible 



Conflicting Building Uses and how to manage them (2) 

School Groups 

Where general public and school groups mix, how do you handle video 

and / or photography? 

It is NOT ILLEGAL to take photos where children are present (despite what 

you may be told) and there has NEVER been a criminal case involving 

photography in a church or cathedral. 

Good practice demands that you get the permission of the parent or 

guardian of an identifiable child before publishing a picture. 

That said, photographing children will probably make them – and their 

carers – uncomfortable, and that is not what Christians are about! 

It’s OK to put signs up asking visitors not to use cameras / video near to 

school parties. 

Decide what policy works best for you, but beware of a “blanket ban”. 



A blanket ban on photography asks to be flouted! 

Remember that photography can be an important part of a church visit. 

Welcome to Durham Cathedral, 

where photography is banned! 



Conflicting Building Uses and how to manage them (3) 

General Principles 

It is better to think about potential conflicts in advance than it is to invent 

work-rounds on the day! 

The church is first and foremost a Place Of Worship and this must always 

take precedence over other uses. 

If your church doesn’t have a Mission Statement…. it’s time to get one! 

Beyond that there are no “right” or “wrong” answers as to how you prioritise 

other uses. Use your church’s Mission Statement as a guide if you have one. 

Put yourself in visitors’ shoes. How would you feel on the receiving end? 

Be clear, kind and consistent about any behaviours you require from visitors. 



Sometimes building uses can complement each other… 

… this has secured the future of Holy Trinity, Parr Mount 



Complementary  Building Uses and how to manage them (1) 

These often develop from one existing successful idea either organically or as a 

result of a conscious process such as brainstorming.  

Example 1 – Starting with a Successful Food Bank 

FOOD BANK DEBT ADVICE WELFARE RIGHTS ADVICE 

I.T. COURSES CREDIT UNION 
HEALTHY COOKERY 

CLASSES 

EXERCISE CLASSES HEALTH SCREENING 

In this case partnerships with the local Council and Housing Association have 

been key to project development. 



Complementary Building Uses and how to manage them (2) 

Example 2 – Starting with an established Church Cafe 

CAFE INSTALL WI-FI “STUDENT LOUNGE” 

LIBRARY / 

“BOOK SWAP” 

BOOK SHOP 

FAIR TRADE / 

ETHICAL FOOD 

FAIR TRADE CRAFT 

PRODUCTS 

SUSTAINABLE 

TRADING COMPANY 

Both of these projects contribute to local regeneration & development. 

Management Challenges: 

 

- Beware of over-stretch and of relying on “the usual suspects” to do everything! 

- Remember the church is first and foremost a PLACE OF WORSHIP. 

- Charity Law as it applies to Trading Companies. 



Creative Adaptation 1: The Crossing at St. Paul’s (Walsall) 

Large, Listed 1874 church by J. L. Pearson 

 

Strategic Town Centre location – massive footfall 

 

Initial re-ordering in late 1980s for revitalised worship; 

building still under-used. 

1989 – 93: £2m + transformation project: 

 

Mezzanine floor, nursery, restaurant, retail units and 

conference rooms created. 

 

Beautiful new worship space. 

Huge management challenges, legal difficulties and 

debts in early years but now a flourishing success story. 

 

An exemplary project but not something to be 

undertaken lightly! 
 

Photos: The Crossing At St. Paul’s website 



Creative Adaptation 2: All Souls, Bolton 

Massive Victorian church on the 

edge of the town centre, now a 

Muslim area. Closed in 1980s. 

 

£3m restoration became a great 

educational opportunity. 

Free-standing “pods” inside the Nave. 

 

Restaurant, offices and conference / meeting spaces. 

 

Original fabric restored throughout. 



Creative Adaptation 3: SBT Wavertree (Liverpool) 

Grade II* Listed church in 

run-down urban area of 

Liverpool. 

 

I was baptised here in 1971! 

Can be converted very quickly into a first-rate 

exhibition space – the system cost less than £3k! 

 

Also has a kitchen / servery where dinner for up 

to 100 people can be prepared. 

You don’t need a fortune to do a really creative adaptation! 

Photo lifted from the church’s Facebook page! 
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Time for Questions 
 

Ian Simpson 
 

http://www.iansimpson.eu 

ian@iansimpson.eu 

assuming I haven’t already over-run! 


