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LIVING

I am equipped only to speak for our buildings and the spaces and objects they contain and shelter; the less animate, less obviously spiritual patrimony of the Church. But here are some definitions of ‘living’ which I have allowed to colour my thinking, and I would invite you to think of them carefully, in relation to your own church buildings, and how you use them in the service of your communities: 

Living: ‘the action of passing or conducting one’s life’. The way you keep your living church and churchyard speaks of your life and attitude to the community it serves. Locked? Dignified? Welcoming? Beautiful? Offered in service? At the heart of its community? 

Living: how you support yourselves. The church as a place where people nourish and support their spiritual lives. 

Living: in the old sense of ‘quick’, meaning alive. Clearly we are alive in order to be present and attending to these words, and alive in that our churches functions as centres of living worship.
Living: dwelling in a place. The church is a spiritual home. Our ancient churches were often built as a symbolic ‘city on a hill’ and therefore to represent heaven among us. To the Christian, the Church is a living city welcoming and encompassing all life and experience and creation and achievement and aspiration. 
Living: not ‘static’ because each church community is made of different people with varied characters and continually changing needs. Your church should be organic and not fixed in time, but subject to shifting pressures as a community and as a building. 

Living: how our physical resources (church and its contents, churchyard and related structures) develop and change in response to many things (liturgy, money, fashion and style, social change, decay and renewal, disaster, repair etc.).  
If any of these processes stops, some aspect of life - or even life itself - begins to die and decay. Once decline has started, it may not be within our power to reverse it. Easy over-familiarity with our buildings and their contents can be dangerous, leading to a kind of benign, well-meaning neglect that may be the prelude to a death. Or it can lead congregations into becoming blind to ugliness or mess.

We need, therefore, continually to review what we do, why we do it, and how well we do it. This doesn't necessarily mean we have to change things, but our decisions (even deciding to stay as we are) should be informed and conscious and generous-spirited. I am concerned only with the built fabric and material heritage of your living churches, but can I counsel you continually to be vigilant; to ensure that you examine with fresh minds and eyes those things which you have in your care and how you use them, and do it every time you look at them. 
There is a good deal of vagueness and confusion about who churches are for, who has right to change them, and on who’s behalf. There are PCCs or churchwardens who seem to believe that the church and its contents and churchyard belong entirely to them, and that the incumbent and churchgoers come slightly lower in the 'pecking order', with the general public (especially non-Christians and non-churchgoers) having few or no rights in the matter. 
This is not true. You are trustees, guardians, custodians and the loyal servants who tend the flame. Given that we are members of a state church, and that both the Church and our churches have made an essential contribution to most aspects of our wider culture (spiritually, historically, artistically, aesthetically, morally, educationally, and in terms of the cultural landscape and townscape, the national literature, iconography and sense of identity), everyone has an investment of some kind and to some degree in our churches. Who, believer or not, has not been moved, humbled, influenced or intrigued by the splendour, richness and strangeness of a church building at some time in their life? For us and most people in our communities, churches contribute to our sense of who and what we are, and where we belong. 
A church is there for its community, even if the community has yet to realise what it offers. When founding that marvellous organisation, the Friends of Friendless Churches, the late Ivor Bulmer-Thomas observed that 'the most important things a church does is be there'. 

An understanding of this is enshrined in the rôle of the Diocesan Advisory Committee, which rather awesomely exists to protect interests of ‘generations yet unborn’. This develops the idea of John Ruskin and William Morris that 'we are only trustees for those who come after us’ - an idea central to the philosophy of the Arts and Crafts Movement and to modern ideas of conservation. It acknowledges that everyone in our communities has a legitimate interest in the continued health and ‘living’ quality of our buildings and sacred places. 

CHURCHES AS MUSEUMS
When, in the course of my work, I make site-visits to churches, it is still presumed by some clergy and wardens that I (and the entire world of conservation and building scholarship that I am taken to represent) have arrived from York to insist that church buildings must always remain as they are now, and that any permanent changes will not be permitted. Indeed, clergy used often to say to me that 'ours is a living church, not a museum!’ I am pleased to say that not only were they incorrect in their presumptions about me and my opinions, but were also frequently surprised to find me willing to contemplate far more change than they were themselves - albeit change of a different kind, and to a different standard, and with the benefit of wide consultation. 

The comment about museums left me wondering what on earth people thought a museum was, and whether they had ever actually visited any. Museums, it seems to me, are resources as well as collections. They are places to learn and to discover, they are treasuries and playgrounds of ideas, they are also institutions. Well, sorry, but they sound quite like churches to me. And museums today are very much lively ‘living’ places, as any visitor to the Natural History Museum or the great court of the British Museum knows well. Many of you here today have probably been listening to the radio series 'A History of the World in 100 Objects’ (a series designed to make a glamorous book, if ever there was one), and will be aware of the intense interest aroused by such exhibitions as Ai Weiwei's current installation in the turbine hall at Tate Modern - an exhibition and a place which force us to ask questions about the re-birth and development of buildings and our idea of what a museum is for. 
The truth is that most ancient, and some modern, churches can be living churches and museums, and are capable of being both at the same time, successfully and without compromise or embarrassment. But how many of our churches are working continually to re-invent, re-think or simply re-affirm themselves as resources at the service of their communities, just as most museums and other essential institutions do? I don’t mean that you have to introduce weekly amateur hang-gliding or monthly tap-dancing into the church, or become a supermarket, or host travelling circuses and county dog and pony shows (although most churches do make magnificent theatres). It is perfectly legitimate to make your church a haven, a retreat, a still centre of focussed thought and prayer, a quiet place of refreshment - but please make it so by thoughtful choice, and because that is the best way it can serve its people. 
Do you ever look at your church, at its contents and at they way they are presented as a visitor or a stranger might look at them, or even as they might appear to a local person who usually never comes to the church for anything much? What impression do you think they would gain, and how might the place speak to them or affect them? Your church building is likely to be the most interesting spiritual, historic, architectural, educational, artistic, archaeological and aesthetic resource in its community. What does it do to capitalise on these qualities? How are people told about them, and how are they encouraged to make use of them?     

Ask yourselves who the church building is here to serve, and then ask what it does actually to serve them, remembering always that being a oasis of stillness is as legitimate as being a lively community centre, but it must be a living oasis, not a dry cul-de-sac. If it does not serve its community fully, then ask why not.* 

IS CHANGE NECESSARY OR EVEN POSSIBLE?
Of course, there are places which are so precious that we must find ways of keeping them ‘living’ whilst contemplating only the most minimal change. These are churches so sensitive to change of any kind, or so difficult to modify, that to touch them would be to spoil them. In such cases, our duty is probably to discover the deep pleasures and rewards of caring for, sharing, interpreting and enthusing others about their glories. However, these places are rare, and they may well not be the ones you expect. 
When asked for examples of such churches, many people would probably suggest rich and resonant ancient examples; cultural beacons like North Newbald or Birkin, Patrington or Lastingham, Beverley Minster, Hull Holy Trinity or St Michael-le-Belfrey in York. But all of these wonderful churches have changed and developed over time, some of them very dramatically. At Lastingham, for example, a large part of its appearance today is the skillful invention of a nineteenth century genius, the architect John Loughborough Pearson, but the mythology of the place and its associations has tended to play this down. At the moment ways to change and develop several of these iconic churches are actually under fairly detailed discussion, and some radical but sensitive improvements have been carried out at Beverley Minster. 
The ones where I find the possibility of significant change more difficult to contemplate mainly fall into two categories. The first contains those tiny and humble rural churches where atmosphere, and the less tangible effects of the quality of light and surfaces, of textures and setting, and sometimes sheer loveable jumble, have evolved over many generations and are as important as any individual surviving structure or object. For me Carnaby, North Grimston and Thormanby (among many others) fall into this group. The second contains those churches and their fittings which are entirely or largely the product of one great creative imagination, and where to touch any part might endanger the wholeness of the inspired vision that made it. Any adjustment would need powerful justification, and could only be contemplated after long and thoughtful study and with the utmost care. Here I would place South Dalton, Scorborough and Appleton le Moors, Sledmere, Thixendale, West Lutton and Wansford, Baldersby, Rufforth, East Moors and Bilsdale, St Martin le Grand and Holy Redeemer (both in York), and South Thornaby. In this diocese, the churches in this category are overwhelmingly those designed by important church architects of the nineteenth or twentieth centuries, although it includes a handful of mediaeval and eighteenth century buildings. 
But these are exceptions. Most of our English churches cheerfully accept creative change - indeed, they are the product of it. Even somewhere like Lockington, where the slow accumulation of time and talents has produced something intense, eccentric and completely delicious, the PCC has bravely introduced a dramatically modern window to very happy effect. The issue is not so much whether we can change and develop our churches and their settings (encouraging a congregation or PCC to accept change is sometimes an even greater challenge), but how we do it; how we come to really informed decisions, and how well we do the things we then decide to do.
Remember, that the ‘holy barn’ simplicity and sacrament-focused austerity of twentieth century liturgical movement churches, or the cool and spare modernist theatres of starkly-lit dramatic liturgy, or even the luminous, clear-glazed and lime-washed great lantern churches of late-mediaeval East Anglia are all products of liturgical fashion. The latter might once have been filled with stained glass produced in exactly the same way as the nineteenth century work condemned by fashionable re-ordering gurus, but removed during the seventeenth century phases of iconoclasm or squandered by eighteenth century neglect. In the mid-nineteenth century the RIBA, and later the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, argued for moderation in the removal of features to suit fashionable or temporary liturgical demands, and encouraged respect for age and for its effects on good buildings. Chancellors still cite a Dean of the Arches’ famous observation that a church ‘has a future as well as a past. It belongs not to any one generation, nor are its interests and condition the exclusive care of those who inhabit the parish at any one period of time.’
Thus we have a duty to encourage all concerned with the use, care and conservation or our churches and churchyards, and all those involved in the faculty system, to think long term in service of eternal values. We must always be sensitive to the temptation of simply replacing one set of orthodoxies or rigidities by another. This can feel like a kind of radicalism or freshness, but may simply be a way of following fashion. For example, the idea of replacing fixed pews with moveable chairs is a beguiling one that may be genuinely liberating, but the PCC must study the issue carefully from all sides. Are they aware that the seating capacity of the building will be less, which may be a problem for big funerals and weddings and carol services? What if they need to clear the church but have no chair store, or if no-one is willing to move the chairs around regularly and set them out tidily for years? What if the local Fire Officer insists on fastening them together in inflexible, pew-like rows? Have they considered the cost of eventual repair or replacement? 
Please beware of drastically or irreversibly altering your buildings or their contents in the name of fashion. Remember, that which is merely fashionable will always become unfashionable again, and often surprisingly quickly. Fashionable changes are just temporary manifestations of popular or popularised taste and can lead down some murky alleyways: only a few years ago I heard a senior clergyman describe glorious mediaeval stalls and screens of an English cathedral as ‘problems to our collective worship’ and observe that ‘Hitler did us a favour by destroying the Cathedral’s nineteenth century glass’. Sorry, but I find difficult to believe that a chancel screen (few sticks of wood mingled with sense of beauty) need be an impediment to worship, or that the wrecking of anything in war can legitimately be seen as an act of helpful good taste on the part of a monster. 
I strongly suspect we would now regard some of that lost nineteenth century glass as noteworthy or even precious ecclesiastical art, made by interesting craftsmen and donated through piety and love. And its surprising how often someone whose life is apparently made miserable by the presence of the chancel screen (notwithstanding that it may the parish War Memorial), is quite happy to screen off other bits of the church in the hope of reducing the heating bill or accommodating a kitchen, without realising that full height screens in historic buildings are incredibly expensive, can be visually intrusive, may well destroy or dilute other qualities of the church, and may not be as sound-proof or insulating as they hoped.  

In my experience as much can often be achieved with a good new lighting scheme as can with a re-ordering. Why is it that the darkest part of a church is so often the area around the chancel step? This is usually the area where you need the most well-directed work-light on the pulpit, the lectern, the priest's stall and the steps, yet is so often the dim slough of despond half-way between the east and west windows. In many churches a really well-designed and flexible lighting scheme - with general lighting which 'ramps up' towards to east end and the altar; with beautiful feature lighting on the altar, font, lectern and so on; with each area of the building capable of being lit quite independently and with all lighting on dimmers - can transform the church for comparatively modest cost, and render more expensive, large-scale re-ordering and extension unnecessary.  
Most ancient churches, and many very modern ones, are happily susceptible to a surprising amount of adaptation and change, and I will give a few examples later in this paper. The most important thing to remember is that if you get to know your building really well, and always 'go with the grain' of it, new work will fit in perfectly - and if in doubt, do things reversibly. Good buildings, carefully understood, tell you how to use them and guide you toward the right solutions. This is not a fanciful idea, as all good architects and architectural historians know. Strive to do things as beautifully and individually as you can. You owe it to God, to yourselves, to the public and to the past; if 1960s social engineering has taught us anything, it is that if you give people only poor quality things, they treat them poorly and do not respect them. 
If you do decide to initiate some changes to your church building, please do not develop your scheme in isolation from all source of advice or allow the parish to become deeply wedded to it before you share it with the wider world. To do this is to risk disappointment and distress at a later stage, if it transpires that for some reason your plans have to be altered or abandoned. Even if all you have is a 'wish list' and lots of enthusiasm, but no consensus among PCC members about how to act on them it, then call on the DAC or its Secretary or Advisors for free advice. It is likely that they will have come across many of the ideas in the past, and will know how other congregations have solved or failed to solve them. There is usually more than one way of doing things, and the most obvious or appealing or easily achievable may not be the best. Be prepared not to get quite what you wanted, or not to get it all in one go. 
Congregations are often far more conservative than the DAC or the national Amenity Societies in their ideas, and frequently believe that all change to church buildings will be resisted by outside bodies. This is only rarely true, and the DAC might surprise you by its willingness to accept creative risk and to welcome boldness. Where larger schemes are proposed, dramatic new work is likely to be more acceptable, and much more interesting, next to really good old work than any amount of cautious or timid imitation. Be confident and not fearful. In my experience, exciting or creative change and growth is likely to be encouraged.  

Always remember that Committees (like PCCs and DACs) should also be living, growing things. They should strive continually to develop and refresh their attitudes. Try never to accept a place on a committee only out of duty or only because you care deeply, but also because you can contribute actively to its work and are eager to share the labour and share your thoughts. Strive to have an open, questioning attitude to the things and people and ideas in your care.
WHAT HAS ALREADY BEEN ACHIEVED?
I am often asked to suggest examples of work of recent works carried out at churches in the diocese which PCCs can see before embarking on a scheme of their own. Sometimes I am loath to offer too many suggestions lest PCCs become either over-enthused or discouraged by work which would be inappropriate to their own buildings. After all, no two churches are alike, and new solutions have to be found to suit the particular circumstances in each building. Having said this, people will continue to ask for examples, so here are a few off the top of my head.
There are interesting and substantial extensions to the churches at Copmanthorpe, Dunnington, Wigginton and Osbaldwick (all near York), at Wilberfoss, Brantingham and Leven, and particularly witty and delightful ones at Romanby near Northallerton and Elstronwick near the East Riding coast. It is hoped that an exciting church hall will soon be built in the churchyard at Strensall, near York, to replace a dim earlier building in poor condition. 
Large-scale re-ordering or sub-division of the interior of churches can be seen at Drypool St John and Southcoates (both in Hull) and at Church Fenton, Barmby Moor and Kirk Ella, where a project for a very large extension to the building has been in development for several years. There are interesting works inside the west end of Northallerton, Pocklington, Filey St Oswald, Huntington near York and Linthorpe in Middlesborough. Linthorpe also has one of the most beautifully re-ordered chancels in the diocese, and similarly successful liturgical re-orderings can be seen and experienced at Haxby and Scarborough St Saviour. Perhaps the elegant shop imaginatively inserted into an aisle of the north transept at Beverley Minster should be included in this category as well.   
Drypool St John and Southcoates are noteworthy as examples of churches re-ordered specifically to encourage much wider use of the buildings by the local community, and Cloughton near Scarborough is the inspiring first example in this diocese of a church regularly hosting a village post office.

Of WCs and kitchens introduced into old churches there are almost too many examples, but my own particular favourite is in the glorious church at Hedon. Other examples - variously noteworthy or virtually invisible - can be found at Sheriff Hutton, Beverley St Mary, Pickering, Leake, Thornton Dale and York St Mary Bishophill. Comparable facilities will soon be under construction at Welton, Thorp Arch, Newbald, Aughton, Skipsea, South Milford and All Saints Pavement in York. Mindful of environmental sensitivities, a number of these WCs have benign 'trench arch' drainage systems - something enthusiastically championed by the DAC - and at least one proposes to use water harvested from the church roof and purified by filtration. I am still waiting eagerly for the first example in this diocese of a church which generates its own electricity. 
Probably our most successful recent lighting scheme can be enjoyed at Marton in Cleveland, and the most elegant access arrangements include the beautifully understated western steps, ramp and porch at Fulford and the lift and steps inside the south door at Beverley St Mary.

This paper deliberately avoids the commissioning of new art- and craft-works in churches as an aspect of the 'living church' because it is a topic so large as to require several papers to itself. However, if people are keen to see examples of fine new work in churches, we have (for example) marvellous recent stained glass by Helen Whittaker at Beverley Minster, Dunnington, Lockington and Ellerton, by Alan Davis at Ingleby Barwick and Brotton, by Tom Denny at Bolton Percy, Millington and Bridlington Emmanuel, and by Ann Sotheran at Worsall, and at Brookfield and North Ormesby, both in Middlebrough. York St Olave and Nunthorpe contain fine examples of stone- and wood-carving by Charles Gurrey, the churchyard cross at Pocklington is by Matthias Garn, and the exquisite aumbry in the sanctuary at North Cave is a moving little work by Peter Coates. 
EXPLORING HOW OUR CHURCHES CAN CONTINUE TO LIVE AND GROW
Here is a list of some of the factors your PCC and congregations should be encouraged to consider and discuss before embarking on any new programme of significant changes to your church building, or even before deciding whether you should be changing things at all: 

(i) Before formulating any plans for significant extension or re-ordering to make the building more accessible to its local community, carry out a thorough ‘parish audit’ to give you as full a picture as possible of the area and its needs. It is pointless to duplicate other local spaces and functions, or to presume that organisations will want to use your new building when they are happily housed elsewhere, but if (say) your village loses its post office or if your town or suburb desperately needs a café or crèche, you may be able to step in and offer them a home. Seek out ecumenical and community opportunities - especially activities which could take place if only a suitable home existed - and try to complement your neighbours' needs and intentions rather than competing with them. Otherwise your plans may not be economically sustainable. Look carefully at how necessary your new facilities really are and examine whether other nearby premises might help to meet your needs. Bear in mind the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act, and how best to fulfil them. For example, using upstairs spaces as meeting rooms might seem superficially attractive, but the cost of making new rooms fully accessible is likely to be prohibitive.  

(ii) Do you really know what you have in your care, and do you really understand it? What is genuinely important or unusual or special about your buildings and their contents, and could you (or anyone on the PCC) explain the relative merits of them in a local or national context? If you can't, then you risk accidentally compromising or changing something inappropriately out of ignorance. All PCCs should begin researching and writing their Statement of Significance, or even a Conservation Management Plan if yours is an exceptionally sensitive building, or if it houses rare and precious things. The presence of artistically important artefacts (like memorials, stained glass or furnishings) need not stop your plans, but must be built into them. Getting to know and understand those things in your church which are taken for granted because they are so familiar can be a transforming experience in itself. ** Unfortunately, some parishes are reluctant to draw up a Statement of Significance because they feel it is not their responsibility, or because they lack the expertise and resources, but PCCs have an obligation to be good stewards of those things which the past has bequeathed to them. And a Statement of Significance is now an essential item when applying for permission to do quite a lot of things to Grade 1 or 2* churches, and it can be a very useful tool. 
Remember, you cannot make meaningful decisions about your buildings and their contents, or your community in relation to them, if you do not know exactly what you have in your care. Ask questions about everything, read, research, document carefully, photograph, record, and place the results of your labours with the church archives, and in public domain. If you feel that you have neither the resources nor expertise, then talk to your local NADFAS group, local history groups, and even students at colleges. 
(iii) Assess all the long-term needs of your congregation and your building, and not just as they are perceived by one incumbent or one powerful personality. Develop a long-term vision and a strategy for putting it into effect, even if it is only achievable a bit at a time. Don't let a financial windfall burn a hole in the pocket of the PCC. Spend it wisely rather than quickly. And bear in mind real quality of what may be difficult buildings; we still need places for our great occasions, and poor areas need good buildings. 
(iv) Consult the DAC as early as possible, even if you only know that you want to do something but are not yet sure what. If necessary, construct a shopping list of ideas and discuss their potential advantages and disadvantages. As your ideas develop, consult widely; the national Amenity Societies and other agencies are usually delighted to be involved early and may be surprisingly helpful. If you are contemplating a big project, then get their representatives together on-site, and respond openly to their advice. I know some PCCs have in the past been hurt by what they considered to be the unhelpfully lofty attitude of (for example) the Church Buildings Council or English Heritage, or by what they thought was the prejudice and indulgence of amenity bodies who seemed determined on ‘conservation at all costs’. But think what they are there for. These bodies are usually acting on principle, and like us they have no interest in seeing churches decline. There are still PCCs which regard the faculty system and the need for permissions as a brake on necessary change; a frustrating hurdle rather than source of advice and inspiration. For example, works which a churchwarden might regard as dynamic, developmental, refreshing or even ordinary common sense, they suspect the DAC will consider insensitive, short-sighted or ill-informed, and the general public will regard as intrusive, damaging or tasteless. In my (long) experience this is more myth than fact. The DAC is there to defend the interests of parishes which are eager to develop and change their buildings, and are willing to do it handsomely, sensitively and in a well-informed way. Bear in mind that if your proposals are entirely within the envelope of the building, we are the relevant statutory authority, not the local Planning Authority. External changes or extensions to old or listed buildings may need Planning Permission and require a high degree of expensive archaeological supervision. 
(v) Use the system of specialist Advisors, which is a magnificent resource of free expertise. Diocesan experts in such matters as organs, bells, lighting and electrics, stained glass, textiles, sound and acoustics, heating and archaeology can all be contacted through the DAC office.  
(vi) Experiment gently and reversibly with your buildings and the way the space in them is ordered, rather than going for once-and-for-all transformation. Play with them. Archdeacons are your secret weapon in this, and can issue Licenses which enable you to make quite significant changes for up to fifteen months without the need for a faculty, providing that everything you do is fully reversible. If, after experimenting, you want to make your new arrangements permanent, you can then apply for a faculty. Remember that minimal physical subdivision of buildings is cheaper and likely to be more easily permitted, and that a well-designed, flexible, dimmable lighting scheme can sometimes achieve as much as a more costly re-ordering, without compromising any aspect of your building. Do not feel embarrassed about introducing social or community activities into church. If you have a complex programme of changes, some more radical or permanent than others, it is often sensible to start with an element that is low cost but high-impact to raise awareness and enthusiasm; something like some simple re-ordering, an exhibition or a model, or some parish workshops about your ideas. 

(vii) Learn how buildings work, respond and change over time - especially traditionally constructed ones - and always try to ‘go with the grain’ of your buildings when making modifications to them. Some kinds of modifications which are familiar and desirable in modern domestic or public buildings - changes like mains drainage, fitted carpets, low energy lighting, modern washable or waterproof finishes, effective insulation, moveable chairs, signage and so on - may not be possible in old buildings, or may have unexpected side-effects which are very expensive to correct. 

(vii) Look carefully and realistically at the condition of your buildings and the likely cost of new schemes. Investigate possible sources of grant-aid and what their conditions are. Large sums of money are usually only available for works which really develop and change your buildings, the things which happen in them, and the range of people who use them. They are not available to enable you as a congregation to do what you already do, but more comfortably.  

(viii) Use your QI report and your architect effectively. The report is filled with wise advice, and the list of repairs and improvements identified in it offer an excellent framework around which to plan future fundraising or development work. Your Inspecting Architect is your professional advisor who probably understands the buildings in your care better than anyone. 

(ix) Realise you get much better at form-filling with practice, and that I and my colleagues are here to turn you into experts. 
Finally, recall the Benedicite and its exhortations; ‘O all the works of the Lord (among which are also PCCs), the earth, the green things, the fire and heat (if the heating system works) the dews frost and cold (if it doesn’t), the children of men (including those who never attend a service, but may come to church for many other things, is encouraged) and the servants of the Lord, praise him, and magnify him for ever.’ Like 'living', 'magnify' has many meanings in relation to your church building and the wider community of souls it serves. I have touched on just a few of them, but would encourage you and your fellow PCC members to discuss them all and to explore the many exciting possibilities there may be for development and service.
Phil Thomas
Church Buildings Officer

October, 2010

* 
This reminds me of a visit I made six or seven years ago to one glorious mid-nineteenth century church in the diocese. I complimented the churchwarden on her housekeeping and admired the spectacular cleanliness of the floors. 

'Aye' she said, 'that's because I keep the place locked up and don’t have 'people' walking on them'. 

Thinking this might not be the best way to encourage use and appreciation of the building, and a sense of ownership among the villagers, I shared her remarks with the curate, who said, 

'Right, well I'm visiting the village Primary School tomorrow. I think it's high time I took the children to explore the church. And I hear that rain is forecast. I might just ask the children to wear their wellingtons and walk to church across the playing field….' 

** 
I visited a parish in the north of the diocese a few years ago to discuss various churchyard matters. It was raining, so I took shelter inside the church, where a group of PCC members was busy arranging flowers and cleaning brasses. It was a dull little building of no architectural consequence; well-loved but with little of beauty to commend it. I desperately searched for something to praise, and noticed that they had an exceptionally fine east window by the great stained glass artist CE Kempe. It was a treasure, and I admired it warmly, pointed out the glazier's signature, and explained something of how it had been made and why it as so very good. Clearly, they knew nothing about it and had stopped noticing it decades before. My enthusiasm came as a great surprise. Shortly afterwards they submitted a faculty application to conserve and clean the glass. 


A few years later I was invited back to the same church discuss quite a different issue. I arrived early, and was met by the new churchwardens who invited me straight up to the sanctuary to draw my attention to the east window. 

'It's very precious,' they said. 'An unusually fine work by the great Victorian stained glass artist CE Kempe, and we are very proud of it. We leave the church open so visitors can come in and see it.' 
I congratulated them, and said they were doing exactly the right thing. 
PAGE  
1

