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Spring Meeting Postponed
Gohirio Cyfarfod y Gwanwyn

This year's Spring Meeting was to have been held on 19th May at Llangefni
but in view of the current situation in the Anglesey countryside the officers
decided that the meeting must be postponed. The arrangements for the
meeting were being made by Mrs Margaret Hughes and it is now intended
to hold the meeting in May 2002.
Meanwhile the autumn meeting and AGM will be held at Neath on 20
October 2001.

Yr oedd Cyfarfod y Gwanwyn eleni i fod i'w gynnal yn Llangefni ar 19 Mai, ond
yn wyneb y sefyllfa yng nghefn gwlad Môn ar hyn o bryd penderfynodd y
swyddogion y dylid gohirio'r cyfarfod. Mrs Margaret Hughes oedd yn gyfrifol am
drefhiadau'r diwrnod a'r bwriad yn awr yw cynnal y cyfarfod ym mis Mai 2002.
Cynhelir cyfarfod yr hydref a'r Cyfarfod Cyffredinol yng Nghastell Nedd ar 20
Hydref2001.

Joint Meeting with the Chapels Society
Cyfarfod ar y Cyd gyda Chymdeithas Capeli Lloegr

In 1997 we were invited by the Chapels Society to their AGM at Shrewsbury
and last October we returned the compliment by inviting them to attend our
AGM at Cardiff. The meeting was very well attended, the weather, as usual,
was kind, we enjoyed a fine lecture by the Rev. A JParkinson, (who though he
was formerly employed by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and
Historical Monuments of Wales, looked to the future of chapel buildings), and
then we were guided by John Hilling around the nineteenth century chapels in
the centre of our capital city.



CHAPELS INTO THE FUTURE

Will the chapels of today meet the challenges of the church of tomorrow, or do
we need to reconsider the fundamentals of design on the basis of an ecclesiology
for a new millennium?

The earliest chapels were simple meeting houses for a gathered community. As
nonconformity became stronger, so the chapels became more self-conscious in
their design. Extravagant exteriors masked a common auditory plan, with pews
and galleries focused on the pulpit. This sort of chapel was instantly recognisable
as a place of worship. The urban missions of the late 19th century had a new
ethos; since their purpose was to bring the gospel to the unchurched working
classes, they tried to avoid an ecclesiastical appearance. Hence the new Central
Halls were theatrical in design, and there were ancillary rooms for social
purposes - entertainment, recreation, self-improvement and social work among
disadvantaged groups.

The design of most churches since the Second World War has developed from
a similar theory of mission. Many churches dating from after 1945 were designed
to be dual-purpose buildings - church and social centre - providing what seemed
to be a way out of the problem of cost-effectiveness combined with social
relevance. The concept seems to have begun grudgingly; the sanctuary could be
set apart from the rest of the building so that activities regarded as incompatible
with worship could go on.

Chapels in use today may be divided into two main categories - static spaces and
flexible spaces. Most chapels built up to the 1950s are static; fixed furniture,
almost unalterable liturgical focus, the architectural expression of the traditional
nonconformist preaching service. The inflexible layout constrains the liturgy
which means that there is little to appeal to a new generation unwilling to
worship in the ways of its grandparents.

By contrast, most post-war chapels, and many adaptations of older ones, are
designed around flexible spaces. In some cases the dedicated worship area is



designed to be flexible. It may have a permanent liturgical focus, but all else may
be moved to suit the occasion. Fixed seating is replaced by chairs, and the pulpit
by staging and moveable liturgical furnishings. This has advantages liturgically;
die congregation can sit in different relationships to each other and to the leaders
of worship, there is scope for movement, dance or drama within services.

If, however, the flexible space is multi-functional, different factors operate.
Sunday's worship space may become Monday's playgroup area. Theologically,
this speaks of 'God present and active in his world'. However, the flexibility of
a multi-functional building means that it is never perfect for any single well-
defined function, and, if a congregation has lost the assistance of architecture in
evoldng an atmosphere of worship, it may be uncertain of its response. For such
buildings have a fundamental problem; if the worship space is indistinguishable
from the rest except on Sundays, and overt Christian symbolism is suppressed
in a mistaken attempt to avoid offence in a pluralist society, the result is a
building which cannot be identified as a church by the casual passer-by. This
may be profoundly theological - the yeast in the dough - but the theology is too
sophisticated for those who need the church most and who may require help to
find God through visible symbols and familiar surroundings.

The chapel into the future
So as we look at the chapel into the future, we must ask serious questions. What
are the mission implications of maintaining grossly under-used buildings? If we
are to be a missionary church in the future, we may have to set light to our
cherished old buildings, for if the church is to survive and grow, it must change
and develop new ways of worship and witness. We must recognise the realities
of a so-called 'post-Christian' society, in which worship is no longer a priority in
allocating time. Instead of asking if a given area lacks a church, the question
being asked is, what are the needs (social as well as spiritual) within a given
community, and what can be the role of the church in meeting those needs? .

What do we understand by 'church'? Is it a community united in faith and
fellowship for whom worship is part of something wider, or a gathered
congregation meeting only for worship? Do our buildings reflect the needs in
worship of today, without compromising their use for tomorrow? What is the



relation of our buildings to our theology of mission? Should our buildings
express a theology of incarnation by being human in scale and inviting the world
in, or provide an atmosphere which inspires worship of a transcendent God by
their scale and design?

Is the multi-purpose church a positive expression of incarnation and the
redemption of the secular, or a pragmatic solution to financial problems? We
must make a clear statement about the church as community, meeting in its own
distinctive way in its special place, without being held back by the inheritance of
the past

Conclusion - the chapel of the future - two models
1 - The 'cell & celebration' model. The regular worship, study and fellowship of
the church is carried out in small groups separated by distance, but at intervals
the groups come together for worship and fellowship on a larger scale at a central
venue to encourage the cells that they are part of something bigger. They will all
treat their buildings as temporary - when their usefulness is over, new ones will
be found - for the essential theology is that God is where his people meet in
worship or fellowship.

2 - The 'tidal church' - Within an otherwise multi-functional complex there is a
permanent set-apart worship space. For large services it may expand into the
areas used for the community - during the week it will reduce to a smaller space -
but it will always sufficiently different from surrounding rooms that no-one can
ask 'Where is the church?' Theologically this speaks of the tension between a
God who is part of his creation and intimately involved with it, yet also holy and
apart, to be worshipped with awe and wonder.

Whether we see the chapel of the future in one of these models or another, we
must hold on to our distinctiveness, our self-understanding and our beliefs
confidently, consistently, calmly and without compromise. For that reason,
whatever it may look like, the chapel of the future should be designed first and
foremost around the worship of God. Even a multi-functional church should be
a church first, and all else afterwards.

AJ.Parkinson


