CTNW Church Tourism Conference

The churches of Wales seem to be waking up to the great heritage they have in their buildings and facing up to their responsibility for making this heritage available to others. This is the conclusion I come to after the Church Tourism Network (CTNW) conference I was fortunate to attend at Dyffryn House Cardiff on 4th March 2010. 

The conference was a great success. The expected fifty delegates had blossomed to over seventy by the start on the Thursday morning and we stretched the limits of the venue. The meeting room was packed out. We struggled to find enough room to get our coffee at the breaks. It was encouraging to find that so many people are interested in church tourism.

I was there to speak about our Open Church Network of Wrexham. It is humbling to find that it is held up as a beacon project. All over Wales people are trying to start similar projects and seeking our advice. Not all the projects will be the same. Many of them are formed round a car journey trail through sites, which are linked to a theme. We have only the common desire to be open churches that welcome those who want to see our churches and learn about them.

Jan Ratcliffe told us about the church trails she is helping to develop in Montgomery. These include the Meifod and Vernwy trail, and Cain and Tanat Valley trails. She pointed out how history can be read by an expert eye in the construction of stonework of ancient buildings.

John Coates and Philip Dunsheath from Ecclesiastical Insurance told us that an active church into which people may drop in at any time is a safer church. An Open Church is generally a safer church providing their safety advice is followed.

It is a crime theologically, said others, to have closed the place built for the worship of Jesus, friend of the poor. Just think of the buildings linked with Jesus: a stable at Bethlehem and a carpenter’s workshop at Nazareth. And then he used the Temple at Jerusalem to illustrate a parable, predicting that not one of its massive stones would remain one upon another. Jesus showed little respect for buildings. He had little time for any building that people wanted to keep for themselves and from which to exclude others.

There were speakers about genealogy. Our churches and chapels have extensive records and a responsibility to make them more accessible. I learnt a lot from a talk by Gillian Smith, the lady from the BBC who made those programmes about the ancestry of Michael Hesseltine and John Prescott. She would like to see more cooperation on records between churches and chapels in villages. She advocates the Scottish system of recording birth family names for all women as an aid to researchers. One of the difficulties she has encountered in Wales is finding information about parish boundaries. We could all help to improve that problem which must be met by others.

Revd Philip Johnes, the vicar of Llanegwad, told us of how years of un-rewarded help to researchers suddenly bore fruit when a grateful and generous hearted researcher paid for a new church roof in gratitude for his help. A little country church was reopened and can be visited again today. I like him have given many an hour of help to people who walk away with barely a thank you, but I now have renewed hope.

Dr Kevin Smith from Dublin Institute of Technology gave us some understanding of his fascinating research into religious tourism. He made us all think again about the range of motivations of visitors to our churches. 

It was a repeated message from him and other speakers that the Internet is increasingly the first step in research, but nothing can replace the thrill of inscriptions touched and paths trod. We all need to improve the facilities we provide in our churches, for tourism will increase and the modern visitor will expect more of us. We need to display and interpret our heritage for the full range of visitors. Even in places with little connection with large historical events there are many interesting human stories to be found and presented.

Other speakers who shared their experiences and ideas on church tourism included Jeremy Martineau of Pembroke, Viv Kelly of Llantwit Major, Peter Austin of Ceredigion, Dr Jonathan Wooding of Trinity St David’s University, and Madeleine Gray of Newport University. I learnt something from all of them. If I had to give a simple summary it would be that church tourism is both an opportunity and a responsibility.

I look forward to more from John Winton, the stimulus behind so many advances in church tourism in Wales. It would be wonderful to see the next event in North Wales.

