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In September 2015 a report was produced by the Church Buildings Review Group, chaired by the Rt. Revd. John Inge, Bishop of Worcester.  The Report is in 5 Parts which consider:   Part 1 -  the present situation regarding numbers and locations of church buildings in urban, suburban and rural communities across England;  Part 2 offers a theological perspective on the tension between the significance of church buildings for mission and church buildings as a distraction from ‘the work of making disciples’;  Part 3 consists of some principles and proposals regarding future attitudes towards church buildings;  Part 4 – a section on national decision-making regarding the future of church buildings and Part 5 - a summary of the recommendations.  In the theological perspective a lot is initially made of a dilemma summarised as: GOD – PLACE – PEOPLE, or should it be GOD – PEOPLE – PLACE?  The dilemma is where to put the emphasis in terms of PLACE and PEOPLE?   Which takes priority over which?  
I am going to give you three quotation from the Report which highlight the dilemma:
‘…  churches have a significance much deeper than being just places to meet. They stand as a witness to the fact that this world is not a system closed upon itself and, as such, can help those who feel rootless to find their true identity, as children of God. They contain multiple symbolic reminders of the fact that our most significant place of belonging should be the body of Christ, in which we are called to find our true home and security. The story of others’ encounters with the living God associated with church buildings can help people to make sense of their own experience within the Christian drama of salvation’.  
‘Our churches – and the Church of England alone has over 16,000 of them - and our great cathedrals, assist in proclaiming the gospel just by being there. Their very existence is quite literally significant, pointing to a reality beyond themselves. If the heavens declare the glory of God, the skyline of our country is dotted with towers and spires which point heavenwards to witness to the fact that this world is not a system closed to itself.’  
‘… churches should be vibrant centres of service to the community. Traditionally, churches were at the heart of the communities in which they stand, in both a human and geographical sense. Over the years, however, a pietism has crept in which has tended to exclude everything but public worship from them, all other activity being transferred to other places – halls and community centres, etc. Far too many churches remain locked and stand like mausoleums except when open for worship and are increasingly marginal to the life of the communities they exist to serve. They remain oases of calm but unavailable’.  
You will not be at all surprised as Chairman of the Churches Visitor and Tourism Association that I have particularly selected quotations which relate to the significance of church buildings within the communities in which they are located and as places to be entered by visitors and tourists whether they come from near or far and because there is something about church buildings which they find attractive, and for some, meeting deep needs of the human spirit.  My one complaint is that the Report only gives a one sentence reference to its regret that ‘Far too many churches remain locked and stand like mausoleums except when open for worship …’  The very welcome thrust of some of the Report is the encouragement to dioceses to see church buildings as an integral part of the Church’s mission, in terms both of their wider use by the community and their symbolic significance as pointing to the spiritual dimension for which many hanker but are at a loss to know how to respond.  I commend the Report to all CVTA members and other readers of this newsletter.  It can be downloaded at: https://www.churchofengland.org/media/2383717/church_buildings_review_report_2015.pdf
It so happens that I spent yesterday in Derbyshire, just north of Ashbourne, on the edge of the Peak District.  I was taken by a guide, a Methodist minister, to two very small Methodist Chapels, the doors of both of which are never locked.  One of the Chapels is quite near a walkers path through Dovedale and its visitors book is inundated with expressions of gratitude from visitors from across the world for the openness and warmth of welcome of this building simply by being open, with the offer of free literature inside.   The other small Chapel is a refurbishment of a previous building and services are held in it on a monthly basis.  Again, though unmanned,  it offers the visitor a warm, friendly welcome and again the visitors book is indicative of the number of people who stop by and go inside.  My Methodist guide then happened to say that he was staggered that in a nearby town even on market days the doors of the church in the centre of the town are fast locked, only to be opened on Sunday at times of worship.  This, in his words, seemed to be such a denial of the Gospel to those who may well need it at times of distress, sadness, anxiety, confusion, or celebration and joy.  When we are increasingly being told that congregation numbers are continuing to decline and are likely to do so well into the future, while those who share in worship are getting older, what is the Church of England in particular doing shutting its doors to those who wish to avail themselves of the One whose presence, life, death and resurrection  it proclaims?  
On a really positive note one of CVTA’s Trustees, Ian Simpson, who is a Heritage Officer in Liverpool Diocese has recently held a Seminar for clergy and others within his Diocese and has kindly offered for the content of the Seminar to be put on CVTA’s website.  His offering of a theological, buildings and practical content is well worth reading, especially if you within your church are considering ways in which it could better serve the community in which it is set.  Thank you, Ian, for making this available.  For those of you who are interested and not too far distant, two other of CVTA;s Trustees, the Very Revd. Geoffrey Marshall and Canon Philip Norwood, are holding a Seminar in the centre of Leicester on Saturday 23 April, again details of which are on CVTA’s website.  
From time to time, as I have already indicated in this Newsletter, it is my privilege and delight to visit churches engaged in a variety of manifestations of ministry.  It would give me no greater delight as Editor of this approximately bi-monthly Newsletter if I could receive other examples of similar manifestations across the country, and an even greater delight if such examples could come from across the denominational spectrum.   It has been brought to my attention that there seems to be increasing interest in pilgrimage trails and routes.  To receive information about these from across the country would be a very informative component for future Newsletters.  Another of the benefits of being in Derbyshire was to witness the outcome of other imaginative expressions such as making short verses of Scripture available on cards for visitors and tourists to churches to take away with them as well as the more common opportunity of making requests for prayer and/or taking away brief prayers for their own use at home.   We all need to learn from each other and as I discovered recently as St. Paul commended the church at Thessalonica in his first Letter that the churches should see themselves as models for each other.
       Interestingly, a recent National Churches Trust poll shows that the public back 
       Government funding for church heritage and reveals what would encourage them 
       to visit churches.   When people were asked what would most encourage them to 
       visit churches, the top five responses were:  

· A friendly welcome
· The provision of toilets
· A café or refreshment area,
· Comfortable seating    
· Access to useful visitor information 
        
        For more information refer to the website:  http://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/news/our-new-opinion-poll-public-attitudes-church-buildings
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How interesting it would be if we were able to discover from those who actually visit church buildings, why they do so.  Would any individual or Church be willing to produce a very brief single A4 side questionnaire inviting visitors to churches to state what it is that attracts them to the building, whether e.g. curiosity, architecture, what the building stands for, history, a place for quiet and reflection, etc.

Newsletter next edition:   early May 2016.  If you have any items, questions or comments you would like included please e-mail to:  canonjbrown@mac.com  
or send to 556 Galleywood Road, Chelmsford, Essex CM2 8BX by 28 April.  
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