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EUROPE

Europe’s Empty Churches Go on Sale

Hundreds of Churches Have Closed or Are Threatened by Plunging Membership, Posing
Question: What to Do With Unused Buildings?

The former Roman Catholic Church of St. Joseph in Armhem, Nethertands, one of hundreds of decommissioned churches,
was tumad inlo a tkate park. MERLIWN DOOMERNIK FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

By NAFTALI BENDAVID
Jan. 2, 2015 7.36 p.m. ET

ARNHEM, Netherlands—Two dozen scruffy skateboarders launched perilous jumps in a
soaring old church building here on a recent night, watched over by a mosaic likeness of
Jesus and a solemn array of stone saints.

This is the Arnhem Skate Hall, an uneasy reincarnation of the Church of St. Joseph,
which once rang with the prayers of nearly 1,000 worshipers,

It is one of hundreds of churches, closed or threatened by plunging membership, that
pose a question for communities, and even governments, across Western Europe: What
to do with once-holy, now-empty buildings that increasingly mark the countryside from
Britain to Denmark?

The Skate Hall may not last long. The once-stately church is streaked with water damage
and badly needs repair; the city sends the skaters tax bills; and the Roman Catholic
Church, which still owns the building, is trying to sell it at a price they can’t afford.

“We're in no-man’s-land,” says Collin Versteegh, the youthful 46-year-old who runs the
operation, rolling cigarettes between denouncing local politicians. “We have no room to
maneuver anywhere.”

The Skate Hall's plight is replicated across a continent that long nurtured Christianity
but is becoming relentlessly secular,

The closing of Europe’s churches reflects the rapid weakening of the faith in Europe, a
phenomenon that is painful to both worshipers and others who see religion as a unifying
factor in a disparate society.

“In these little towns, you have a cafe, a church and a few houses—and that is the
village,” says Lilian Grootswagers, an activist who fought to save the church in her Dutch
town. “If the church is abandoned, we will have a huge change in our country.”

‘Trends for other religions in Europe haven't matched those for Christianity, Orthodox
Judaism, which is predominant in Europe, has held relatively steady. Islam, meanwhile,
has grown amid immigration from Muslim countries in Africa and the Middle East,
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But it is in the Netherlands where the trend appears Lo be most advanced. The country’s
Roman Catholic leaders estimate that two-thirds of their 1,600 churches will be oul of
commission in a decade, and 700 of Holland's Prolestant churches are expected to close
wilhin four yeors.

“I’he numbers are so huge that the whole socicety will be confronted with it,” says Ms.
Groolswagers, an activist with Future for Religious Heritage, which works to preserve
charches. “Everyone will be confronted with big empty buildings in their
neighborhoods.”

The LS. has avoided a similar wave of church closings for now, because American
Christians remain more religiously observant than Europeans. But religious rescarchers
say Lthe declining number of American churchgocers suggests the country could face the
same problem in coming years.

Many European churches have been centerpieces of their communities for centuries.



Residents are often deeply attached to them, fighting pragmatic proposals to turn them
into stores or offices,

Mr. Versteegh sees the skate hall as a benefit 1o the town, saying it serves to protect the
building and also gives youngsters a way Lo enjoy themselves in a constructive way. But
e says local Catholic and city leaders refuse to support it, he thinks due Lo its vaguely
rebellious aura, “We dow't know which door Lo knock on,” he says.

Church and city
leaders deny that,
saying they like
the Skate Hall but
cite its precarious
finances, “Collin
wanls sweet love,
We're going lo
give tough love,”
says Gerrie
Elfrink, Arnhem's
el il ] vice mayor. “lHe
A fomer Lutheran church in Edinburgh became a Frankensiointhemed bar FRANKENSTEIN PUB wants the cusy

way—'Give me

money and then IV have no problems.” But that's nol sustainable.”

As communities struggle to reinvent their old churches, some solutions are less
dignified than others. In Holland, one e¢x-church has become a supermarket, another is a
florist, a third is a bookstore and a fourth is a gym. In Arnhem, a fashionable store called
Humanoid occupies a church building dating Lo 1889, with racks of stylish women’s
clothing arrayed under stained-glass windows.

In Bristol, England, the former St Paul’s church has become the Circomedia circus
training school. Operators say the high ceilings are perfect for acrial equipment like
trapezes.

In Edinburgh, Scotland, a Lutheran church has become a Frankenstein-themed bar,
featuring bubbling test tubes, lasers and a life-size Frankenslein’s monster descending
from the ceiling al midnight.

Jason MacDonald, a supervisor at the pub, says he has never beard complaints aboul the
reuse. “IUs for one simple reason: There are hundreds and hundreds of old ¢churches and
no one to go to them,” Mr. MacDonald said. “If they weren't repurposed, they would just
lic emply.”

Many churches, especially smaller ones, are becoming homes, and that has spawned an
entire industry to conneet would-be buyers with old churches.

The churches of England and Scotland listavailable properties online, with descriptions
worthy of a realty firm. St. Jobn's church in Bacup, England, for example, is said to
feature “alofty nave as well as hasement rooms with stone-vaalied ceilings,” and can be
had for aboul $160,000.

The British website Qurl’roperty is less subtle. “Is modern-day humdrom housing your
idea of a living hell?” it asks. “Is living in a converled church your idea of heaven above?”
If so, “there is a whole congregation of converts and experts out there ready to help you
make the leap of taith.”

Unused churches are now a big enough problem to attract the atteation of governments
as well. The Netherlands, along with religious and civie groups, has adopled a national
“agenda” for preserving the buildings. The Dutceh provinee of Friesland--where 250 of
720 existing churches have been closed or Lranstformed—fields a “Della Leam” to find
solutions,

“LEvery chureh is a debate,” says Albert Reinstra, a chureh expert at Holland's Cultural



Heritage Agency. “When they are emply, what do we do with it?” Preservationists say
there often isn’t the money needed to ereate new community-oriented vses for the
buildings.

That debate can play out personally and painfully, When Paul Clement, prior of Lhe
Augustinian Order in the Netherlands, joined in 1958, the order had 380 friars; now it is
down Lo 39. 11is monastery’s youngest friar is 70, and Father Clement, himself 74, is
developing plans to sell its church.

“Itis difficult,” Father Clement says. “Its sad for me.”

In the US,, church statisticians say roughly 5,000 new churches were added between
2000 and 2010, But some
W‘% g scholars think America’s
- - o= future will approach
Europe's, since the number
/.0 of actual churchgoers fell
3% at the same time,
according to Scott
Thumma, professor of the
sociology of religion at
Connecticut’s Hartford
Seminary.

Mr. Thumma says
America’s churchgoing
population is graying.
Unless these trends change, he says, “within another 30 years the situation in the US,
will be at least as bad as what is currently evident in Europe

A 19th-century church became a clothing store in Amhem Netherlands HUMANOID

At the Arnhem Skate Hall, the altar and organ of the church, built in 1928, have been
ripped out, while a dusty cuphoard still holds sheet music for a choir that hasn't sungin
10 years. A skateboard attached to a wall urges, “Ride the dark side.”

Two dozen young men speed along wooden ramps and quarter-pipes, their falls
thundering through the church, as rap music reverberates where hymns once sounded.
An old tire hangs on the statue of a saint.

Puck Smit,
2l,a
regular
visitor,
says the
church
ambience
enhances
the skating
experience.
“TLereales
alot of

The former St Paul's church in Bristol Engtand, is now the Circomadia circus training school CHRCOMEDIA

atmosphere—it's a bit of Middle Ages,” he says, between gulps from a Jarge bottle of cola.
“When Hirst saw it, 1 just stood there for five minutes staring.”

Anather regular, Pelle Klomp, 14, says visilors occasionally stop by to complain.
“Especially the older people say, ‘It's ridiculous, you're dishonoring faith,” ” he says. “And
{ con understand that, But they weren't using it.”

Mr. Versteegh, who oversees the hall, says city and church leaders won’t discuss their
plans with him. The church needs about $3.7 million in maintenance, he estimates, and

would cost $812,000 Lo buy, including the rectory—far beyond his resources,

Father Hans Pauw, pastor of St Eusebius Parish, confirms the parish is trying to sell the



“church, but says church leaders have no problem wilh skaters using it for now. He said
the parish is talking Lo a polential buyer.

“There are some things we don’l want—a casino or a sex palace or that kind of thing,”
Father Pauw says. “But when it's no longer a church in our eyes, then it can have any
purposc.” As for the painting of Jesus holding a skateboard that now adorns the interior,
he says, “T can see the humor in e

Mr. Elfrink, the Arnhem vice mayor, insists the city has done what it can to supporl the
Skate Hall, helping fund the wooden skating floor and paying last year's tax bill. “1 hope
it can slay a skate hall,” Mr. Eifrink says.

Mr. Versteegh sometimes wonders if it will. “Is there any point in continuing Lo do this if
nobody is supporting you?” he says. “You have a building of value—historic value,
cultural value—that is still owned hy the Catholic Church. But there are no worshipers
anymore.”

Corrections & Amplifications

Puck Smit and Pelle Klomp are regular visitors to the Arnhem Skate Hall. An earlier
version of this article misspelled their first names as Pack and Pella. (Jan. 5, 2014)
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Neglected Churches Are Given New Use In the
Netherlands

AMSTERDAM— Every Friday afternoon, a courtyard along a busy
Amsterdam street fills with Muslim men parking their bicycles and
removing their shoes as they prepare for prayers. They may nol see it
this way, but the worshipers at the Fatib Camii Mosque are part of a
(undamemntal change in the Netherlands.

The site where Allah is now loudly praised used (o be o Roman
Catholic church. 1t has been stripped of its crosses and paintings, and
the spires on its two plump lowers now carry a erescent moon.

But it is nol Islam, brought here mainly by Morocean and Turkish
immigrants, that is troubling the Duteh priests and pastors. Rather it is a more far-
reaching shift, the continuing decline of Christianity.

Dwindling church attendance by Catholics and mainstream Prolestants has foreed the
clergy in much of Europe 1o confront the same, often painful question their counterparts
in New York and other American cities have asked: What to do with the cavernous
churches, the myriad chapels and sprawling monasteries that have become redundant and
require small fortunes Lo keep up.

Disused churches can be found in Britain, France, Germany and clsewhere in norlhern
Europe, and many are simply closed. German churches, though, are supported by tax
revenues, and French churches long ago became municipal property, all of which help pay
for maintenance.

But in the crowded Netherlands, where the churches own the buildings and space is
precious, the response has been pragmatic and secular,

Cash-strapped church elders have sold off more than 250 places of worship in the last two
decades, buildings where Catholics, Calvinists and Lutherans had prayed for a century or
longer. Many have already been converted into libraries, shops, cultural centers and even
apartmenis and discotheques,

Some changeovers signal another kind of transition. A handful of churches were bought by
young evangelical sects, New Age groups and growing Muslim communities.

Jews have followed the trend, though on a smaller scale. One community sold a little-used
18th-century synagogue in The Hague, and it was recently dedicated as a mosque. Another
symagogue, in Amsterdam, houses the Resistance Museum. A third is being turned into a
store.

The Dutch Government’s national heritage foundation often pays part of the conversion
costs, particularly if' it involves one of the 2,300 places of worship listed as protected.
Protected or not, the churches are seen as part of the neighborhood, as a vital part of the
urban landscape, said Jaap het Hart, director of the foundation.

"They do not want them demolished or changed,” he said. "But as the country goes on
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salesroom campaigned until the most objectionable billboards were taken down. A
synagogue in Weesp that was recently sold was about 1o re-open as a giant outlet for
discount jeans. Local citizens, considering this undignified, mobilized and stopped the
project,

Selling property has sometimes put religious elders in an awkward position. When a
Muslim group wanted to buy the big 18th-century synagogue on the Wagen street in The
Hague to use it as a mosque, the Jewish communily opled for a go-between: $:1t first sold
the building to the city, which then sold it to the Muslims.

Of the country's nearly 40 Orthodox synagogues, only about a dozen are in use. Almost
three of four Jews who lived in the Netherlands before World War 11 died in the
Holocaust. Today many do nel practice the faith.

The Roman Catholic Church is clearly the most reluctant to sell. A Catholic church is
considered 10 oceupy consecrated ground, explained Leo Klok, the head of finance for the
Archdiocese of Utrechi,

"We must protect the dignity of the building, and that can be difficult,” Mr. Klok said. "We
make agreements with the Government or a buyer, and they are not always mel. So against
our wishes a few churches have become offices, dance halls and shops.”

More than 125 Catholic churches have been closed since 1973, but just as many smaller
ones have been opened that atlow for more versatile use as communily centers. The old
buildings have been much in demand as mosques, because their large size. But the
archdiocese hesitates 10 sell them to Islamic groups, after a few "difficult” experiences, Mr.
Klok said.

"Islam has many currents, and you end up dealing not with a religious group but with the
Y Y p )4 s
government behind them,” he said.

In Utrecht, for instance, the Emmaus Church was being transferred ostensibly to an
Islamic foundation. "It turned out we were dealing with the Libyan Government,” Mr.
Klok said.

"The Archbishop's office has caleulated that in the coming years, as people leave rural areas
for the cities, 90 more Catholic churches around the country will have Lo close, too great a
number to sell casily, specialists say.

"We prefer that the churches are used by other Christians or for a cultural purpose -- or
perhaps even as funeral parlors,” Mr. Klok said. "If a dignified destination cannot be
found, then we prefer them to be demolished.”

Photo: In a former Protestant church in Amsterdam, the Holland Diving shop has built a
swimming pool in what was once the apse. (Friso Keuris for The New York Times) (pg. A8)
Map showing the location of Amsterdam: Amsterdam has more than a dozen former
churches with new uses. (pg. A8)




