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Areas. 

By Marcus van der Meulen 

Abstract 

Modernization comes with urbanization resulting in 

a decreasing population in rural areas. Changes in 

religious practices and secularization leave many 

houses of worship in the countryside abandoned. 

The implications of modernization  for rural 

communities have been largely unnoticed.  

Religious heritage has several meanings exceeding 

the material significance of a building. A place of 

worship can be regarded a container of common 

memories. Conventional conservation approaches 

are failing to identify true significance and fail to 

reconnect local heritage to the community. The 

traditional materialistic approach needs to shift 

towards a people-related process safeguarding the 

spirit of these rural places of worship. New 

concepts are explored to reactivate former houses 

of worship as communal space, regaining utilization 

for contemporary society. The redesign to stage the 

adaptation of religious heritage involves 

architectural intervention. This can be regarded the 

addition of new meanings reflecting our time. 

Keywords : conservation, religious heritage, adaptive 

reuse, built heritage 

 

 

Introduction 

Modernization and urbanization are transforming 

communities across the globe. Urbanization and 

secularization have profound implications for 

communities in rural areas in many parts of the world.  In 

the past decades the implications of urbanization for 

urban areas have been studied. The transformation of the 

countryside is equally profound. Depopulation of the 

countryside and changes in religious practices result in 

decreasing numbers of believers to maintain their houses 

of worship. As the villages  and small towns continue to 

diminish and religion losing its original function, the 

houses of worship are being abandoned. Temples in 

China and churches in Estonia have become redundant, 
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shrines in Japan and monasteries in Belgium will be 

abandoned in the decades or even years ahead. Retaining 

the original function as a conservation approach, the 

Living religious Heritage concept, proves to be unfeasible 

in many countries. Conservation, however, of these 

abandoned historic buildings becomes increasingly 

urgent. Conventional ideas are in danger of creating 

defunct monuments and not offering solutions to 

pressing problems. New valuations are needed to 

understand the importance of rural religious heritage, 

but also new understandings to  establish new relations 

between the building and the local community. 

 

 

Figure 1 Village in Chinese countryside 

 

Demographics and redundancy 

According to United Nations [UN,2014] nearly a third of 

the total global population lived in urban areas in 1950. 

This grew to over half of the total populace in 2014 and 

urbanization is expected to continue in the decades 

ahead. Europe and North America are amongst the most 

urbanized regions in the world. In countries like Belgium, 

Japan and the Netherlands over 90% of the population 

dwells in urban areas. A further decline of the rural 

population is expected, especially in India and China, as 

urbanization will continue. For China a decline of 50% of 

the rural population is expected [UN,2014]. These 

demographic changes highly influence the conservation 

of religious heritage in rural areas. Problems with 

maintaining the houses of worship in the rural areas of  

Japan or the Netherlands are warnings of what can be 

expected for countries that are now rapidly urbanizing 

[UN, 2014]. As a result of the rapid urbanization of 

Bhutan, the safeguarding of many historic monasteries 

and local shrines in the rural areas of this Himalayan 

country is endangered [Tashi, 2016]. A second 

development is the  decrease in religious affiliation. 

Atheism is increasing  in North America and Europe, China 

has one the of the highest percentages of atheists in the 

world. Europe and East Asia are amongst the least 

religious regions in the world, with high percentages of  

non-religious people in  Japan, Estonia or Belgium [ Pew 

Research Center,  2017].  As religious communities are 

evaporating it becomes increasingly difficult to support 

the local houses of worship in these countries. Already in 

central and eastern Europe the countryside is dotted with 

abandoned churches , with  ruins across  Czech Republic 

and Estonia, but also in parts of China, Vietnam and other 

countries in East Asia . In Japan, priests in small towns 

villages find it increasingly hard to retain their shrines and 

thousands of temples are expected to close within the 

coming years [Guardian, 2017; Ukai, 2015] . Due to 

expected  increase of urbanization and continued 

secularization, the problem of redundant houses of 

worship in rural areas is  particularly exigent in East Asia 

and Europe.  

In the past decades the understanding of religious 

heritage as a distinct issue within the conservation of 

heritage has been  growing. Several national conferences 

have taken place.  ICCROM organized the Living Religious 

Heritage conference in 2003 and more recently the 

Buddhist Heritage conference in Korea focused on 

heritage from one singular religion. In Europe, FRH [Note 

01] was founded to express the significance of religious 

heritage conservation and address the challenges that 

come with it. Religious buildings often form  a major part 

of a countries built legacy. Historic places of worship  

differ from other built heritage in its function as sacred 

places. Wijesuriya distinguishes religious heritage from 

other heritage [ ICCROM, 2003] stressing a difference in 

values. In a religious community the values are already 

recognized, he argues. Stovel argues [ ICCROM, 2003] the 

care of religious heritage is primarily the responsibility of 

the religious community for whom it has significance. The 

rapid changes in society that are transforming the 

identity of the countryside across the globe, however,  

oppose a singular view. A historic house of worship is part 

of communal heritage, regardless of affiliation. 

Identifying believers as unique stakeholders is 

disregarding the multiple layers of meaning historic 

buildings such as houses of worship often have. The 

multiple layers will be discussed in more detail below. 

Religious communities in Europe and East Asia have 

diminished and continue to shrink. Living Religious 

Heritage may be applicable to some historic places of 

worship, it has proven its value in preserving Stupas in Sri 

Lanka for example, this conservation concept fails to 

address the urgent and growing realities of those houses 

of worship in  areas without vivid and numerous religious 

communities. When  religious communities evaporate so 

these values expressed by religious communities 

evaporate. Alienation resulting in an abandoning and 

disrepair becomes a reality.  The many ruinous churches 

in the Czech Republic or the abandoned temples in Viet 

Nam are illustrative of this . A community that has lost a 
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connection to its house of worship is losing interest to 

support the heritage. The biggest threat to the survival of 

religious heritage becomes alienation [ Van der Meulen, 

2017a].  For communities, a house of worship functions 

as a connection to collective memory [ Cohen and Jaeger, 

1998 ; Van der Meulen, 2017]. These memories exceed 

religious connotations. Although the secularization of 

Europe is a reality and the people affiliated to religious de 

continues to decline, a recent poll [FRH, 2014] revealed 

that nearly 80% of the population in the EU values  

religious built heritage as essential for community life, 

and wanting them to promote to a secular audience. 

 

Figure 2 Abandoned church in Karelia, Russian 
Federation. 

 

Conservation  

The origin of the conservation of monuments is often 

situated in early nineteenth century Europe. In the 

aftermath of the French Revolution many religious 

buildings were abandoned, abbeys and monasteries 

closed, churches sold and some historic gothic cathedrals 

were pulled down. Initiatives to safeguard historic 

buildings were undertaken in some cities such as Ghent 

in modern-day Belgium, where a report was drafted to 

explore potentials of new purposes for redundant 

religious buildings [Bruneel et all, 2005]. This had resulted 

in the reprogramming of some monasteries to new 

people-centered functions such as a library, a school or a 

museum. Reactivation came with a redesign to adapt the 

building to its new function. An interesting example is the 

redesign of Baudelo Abbey Church to house the 

university library. Architectural interventions have in part 

altered the appearance of the building, especially the 

church interior. Today these added layers of meaning 

have contributed to the value and importance of this 

heritage site as part of the accumulation of historical and 

associated meanings. The concept of reprogramming 

redundant buildings rose together with the notion of 

heritage protection, as conservation without a people-

centered utilization was not considered. Today, the 

traditional conservation ideology would object to these 

practices. The material preservation of religious buildings 

increasingly includes not only the built manifestations but 

also  fittings and fixtures. During the FRH Movable 

Religious Heritage conference in 2013, arguments were 

made to preserve churches as cultural ‘’time capsules’’. 

Such an approach towards conservation prevents all 

usages other than scientific and reduces religious 

buildings to study objects in a museum-like environment. 

Continuous use of religious heritage only rarely comes 

without renewal and adaptions to changes in liturgy and 

demography [ Wijesuriya, 2017a]. The freezing in time 

and space concept would become an arbitrary decision. 

Wijesuriya and others are opposing the conventional 

conservation ideas and argue for a believers-centered 

approach resulting in  Living Religious Heritage [ 

ICCROM,2003]. 

 

Figure 3 Myorenji Temple in Nagasaki, Japan. 
Modernisation changes attitudes towards traditional 
religious practices. In Japan, temples struggle to survive. 

The Charter of Venice formulates guidelines 

[ICOMOS,1964]  determining what in recent years has 

become known as the conventional conservation 

ideology. One of the earliest village churches in the 

Netherland that became redundant due to 

modernization, Leegkerk near Groningen,  was restored 

to contemporary conservation ideas in the 1970s. The 

scientific restoration erased parts of the more recent 

heritage relating to the local community and brought the 

church interior back to an idealized pre-Reformation 

situation. As a tourist attraction this approach 

disappointed and the expected visitors remained absent. 

The relation between the building and the visitor acts as 

a motivator and is an  important factor in the tourist 

experience of a heritage site [Poria et all, 2009]. In  recent 

years a people-centered redesign of the church in 

Leegkerk as a cultural centre has resulted in a 

rejuvenation of the heritage [Van der Meulen, 2017a]. 

The appeal of common religious buildings in rural areas is 

often limited. A conservation strategy centered around 

the material manifestations of such buildings can 
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safeguard the building itself, it fails to interest visitors or 

even a local community. The conventional conservation 

ideology is in danger of creating defunct monuments, 

even obstructing buildings being used by the local 

community. Renovation of some living Buddhist 

monasteries in countries such as Bhutan or Nepal faces 

difficulties due to conflicting ideas between users, the 

monks, and conservation professionals [ Chapagain, 

2017]. Rather than safeguarding the material 

manifestations the spirit of place should be protected.  

 

Figure 4. Pihtla, Estonia. Religious buildings in countries 
that are predominantly atheist are losing their relevance 
in society. Renewing heritage values are part of creating 
awareness. 

 

 

Forming a meaning 

In the past decades new ideas to valorize heritage have 

been developed. The well-known Burra Charter mentions 

aesthetic values, historic, scientific and social values 

[Australia ICOMOS, 1979]. The more recent English 

Heritage guidelines identify historical and aesthetic 

values, next to communal, including social, spiritual and 

symbolic values, and evidential value, divided in natural 

and cultural components [English Heritage, 2008]. As 

mentioned above, religious heritage can be regarded 

different from other heritage due to differences in values. 

As a consequence, a specific valorization of religious 

heritage seems in place. In 2013 the Sustainable 

Management of Historic Rural Churches report was 

published in Tallinn, Estonia [Conservation Centre Kanut, 

2013]. In this publication, perhaps the first to tackle the 

specific subject of historic houses of worship in rural 

areas,  the importance of identifying, measuring and 

articulating what makes a place or  an object is stressed. 

The report stresses the meaning of these buildings as 

physical reminders of what people are and where they 

came from. Estonia, as mentioned above, is one of the 

least religious countries in the world and as a 

consequence a religion related understanding of these 

places of worship had to be considered deficient. Several 

potential values are mentioned in the report.  Cultural 

significance embodied in and represented by the place, 

architectural but also associational values, by which 

associations of the building and a person or event are 

understood. Also mentioned are recreational and 

economic values. Development as real estate is seen as a 

potential that may effectively protect a site, provided the 

new use is compatible with other cultural values 

embodied with the heritage.  As most significant value, 

however, the inheritance factor is stressed, precious and 

irreplaceable, with the understanding conservation is a 

responsibility towards both past and future generations .  

The recognition of multiple values of historic buildings is 

an important evolution arguing for a wider conservation 

approach. The true meaning of religious heritage should 

be sought in the accumulation of values. For Daming 

temple, Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, China, the genuine 

value lies in its multiple meanings [ Xiaoxia and Qingtong, 

2017]. The same can be said of Baudelo Abbey in Ghent, 

Belgium [ Van der Meulen, 2017b]. Associational values, 

such as links to historical events, happenings or 

personalities, can be instrumental parts of this 

accumulation. The built heritage thus becomes a 

container of historical and social meanings forming a 

physical reminder of our cultural inheritance. 

 

Contemporary interventions 

The Burra Charter contains a  plea for minimal 

intervention, calling for a cautious approach towards 

change, saying ‘’ do as much as necessary to care for the 

place and to make it useable, but otherwise change as 

little as possible so that its cultural significance is 

retained’’ [Australia ICOMOS, 1999]. The 2008 

publication of guidelines for the conservation of 

monasteries in the Netherlands, however, stresses  

constant adapting to changing realities is part of the 

lifecycle of  religious buildings [Hendrickx, 2008]. Similar 

is the understanding of the constant adaptation of 

Buddhist heritage to changes in demographics and liturgy 

[Wijesuriya, 2017]. This implies the appeal to minimize 
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interventions freezing religious heritage in time and 

space is against the spirit of these religious buildings. 

Chapagain argues the spiritual materiality should be 

safeguarded, not necessarily the material fabric, and calls 

for a contextual conservation approach [Chapagain, 

2017].  A methodology related to the site identifying 

relations between the religious built heritage and the 

local community, means a shift from the overemphasis 

on the conservation of the material fabric  towards a 

people-centered preservation approach. This has 

implications for the adaptability of redundant houses of 

worship. In developing new strategies for the 

conservation of religious built heritage in rural areas, it is 

important to establish valorization and take a people-

centered contextual approach. The significance of 

cultural heritage is comprehensive and exceeds the value 

of the material appearance. It provides regions with an 

identity and contributes to the quality of life, but it also 

can be part of the regeneration of heritage and 

communities as formulated in the key findings of the 

Cultural Heritage Counts for Europe report [CHCFE,2015]. 

The Hangzhou Declaration [UNESCO, 2013] expresses the 

importance of people-centered and place-based 

approach for development programmes. The need to 

value, safeguard and transmit culture is stressed. 

Heritage can be part of innovative and sustainable 

concepts and this includes historic houses of worship. The 

report of the CHA-ICCROM  Asian Buddhist Heritage 

conference [ICCROM, 2017] recommends  utilization of 

Buddhist  heritage sites for religious, pilgrimage and 

other appropriate economic uses. Xiaoxia and Qingtong 

argue a balance should be pursued between conservation 

and utilization [ Xiaoxia and Qingtong, 2017]. A new 

function of Buddhist [religious] architecture can destroy 

the spirit of place. Using the heritage wisely and 

effectively, however, the building can regain a function in 

contemporary society and rejuvenate it.  

Redundant houses of worship need to be adapted to 

changing realities in order to be preserved. Adaptive  

reuse can used as a tool for the conservation of religious 

buildings (Cantacuzino, 1975 ; Cramer, 2007; Bell , 2012).  

A balance between conservation, both material and 

spiritual, and continued functionality to the community 

results in a re-programming of these buildings.  This 

ensures a contribution of the built heritage to 

contemporary society. Identifying the needs of the local 

community can be part of the solution. Rejuvenating the 

building contributes to the regeneration of the local 

community. Rejuvenation of the historic building and 

community by providing a new function related to the 

spirit of the building is gaining popularity. People-related 

reactivation focusses on local community, the renovation 

of houses of worship as a tool to regenerate both heritage 

and society. In early nineteenth century Ghent, Belgium,  

a re-programming of historic monasteries was advised 

and implemented. This has preserved these buildings and 

passed them to our generation. The architectural 

interventions and the new functions have added new 

layers of meaning. The redesign of historic buildings for 

adaptive reuse can result in addition of value (Dubois, 

2003, Van der Meulen, 2017a). The accumulation of all 

meanings has become the true value of these 

monuments, with the physical manifestations as a 

container. 

 

Figure 5 The former Cistercian church in Ghent, 
redesigned as a library in the early nineteenth century. 
This use has contributed to modern day heritage values of 
this building. 
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Figure 6 Klein Wetsinge, the Netherlands. Plain Calvinist 
church has regained a relevant place in society and has 
become a motivator for rural regeneration. 

Xiaoxia and Qingtong argue Buddhist heritage has the 

responsibility of contributing to the development and 

progress of modern society [ Xiaoxia and Qingtong, 2017]. 

This can positively be extended to all religious built 

heritage. For rural development, built heritage can be a 

motivator. Two recent redesigns, one in China and one in 

the Netherlands, are interesting examples. In Klein 

Wetsinge, Groningen Province, the Netherlands, the local 

village church was recently redesigned as a community 

living room. To secure funds for maintenance, the 

attraction of visitors such as tourists was intended. A 

plain parochial house of worship, the church was adapted 

and enhanced by opening up parts of the building that 

were previously inaccessible. The appeal of this type of 

Calvinist Temple is restricted and the building has little 

architectural value. Significance for the local community 

was found in other, contextual values. This people-

centered reactivation as a communal space is intended to 

rejuvenate the village. A cabin offering views of the 

countryside , a visual connection to place,  was added in 

an attempt to attract visitors with the potential of  

generating funds. The architectural interventions were 

done in a phenomenological approach revealing qualities 

of the building [Van der Meulen, 2017a]. In Ruicheng, 

Shanxi Province, China, a redundant temple was recently 

renovated [Divisare, 2016].  A modernizing local society 

no longer had a need for the Five Dragons Temple, with 

the vanishing of a rain praying culture. This resulted in the 

decline of the ancient temple as the centre of community 

life. The plan to revitalize the context of this former place 

of worship is simultaneously an attempt to create 

awareness of the significance through education and the 

creation of communal space. Five Dragons Temple is a 

stimulating project of contemporary development of 

religious heritage. The contemporary architectural 

additions enhance the spirit of place, revealing the 

importance of the original Taoist temple and 

reestablishing connections between the ancient temple 

and contemporary society. 

Discussion 

The rapid urbanization and modernization continues to 

transform the world. Implications for heritage 

conservation in cities has been studied extensively. In 

2011 UNESCO adopted recommendations on  the Historic 

Urban Landscape [UNESCO,2011] followed by the HUL 

Guidebook in 2015. The transition of the countryside, on 

the other side, has been largely overlooked. The expected 

decline of the population and decline in religious 

affiliation results in the abandoning of rural houses of 

worship. The local house of worship in rural areas can be 

considered the prime container of communal memory 

transcending religious values. Conservation of these 

heritage buildings that are now in danger of becoming 

dilapidated needs to be addressed. As the UN reports 

regarding demographics illustrate, the question is 

mounting especially  in Europe and East Asia.  In Europe, 

FRH was founded some years ago addressing the specific 

question of religious heritage preservation, with special 

attention for the houses of worship in rural areas. 

Establishing a similar organization in Asia addressing the 

specific problems surrounding the conservation of 

religious heritage may be considered. Opening up the 

these places of worship is an initial problem. In Japan, 

part of the problem comes from a tradition to hide 

treasures [ Ogino, 2016] and temples can be detached in 

space, and time, from daily life. This is alienating people 

from religious heritage. Living Religious Heritage is 

valuable yet the limitations in secular states should be 

recognized. Preservation starts with marking why the 

local house of worship has importance. In the past 

decades the valorization of heritage has expanded and 

this has vital implications for the recognition of 

importance especially regarding houses of worship in 

rural areas. Material values can be limited  where  people-

related values may add to an accumulated significance 

for the local community. A re-valorization is needed to 

establish the importance of local religious heritage 

buildings. Reconnecting to the original utilization as a 
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communal place of gathering, thus safeguarding the 

spiritual manifestation of the building, redundant houses 

of worship can be reactivated as a public space. Five 

Dragons Temple in Ruicheng, China, and Klein Wetsinge 

village church in the Netherlands are interesting 

examples. The redesign of redundant houses of worship  

can rejuvenate both community and heritage avoiding 

alienation and subsequent dilapidation.  Reactivation of 

historic buildings can contribute to the development and 

progress of modern societies in rural areas, the 

redesigned house of worship contributes to the 

rejuvenation of the community. Heritage and rural 

tourism is growing and can be part of rejuvenating places 

of worship. The combination of both communal space 

and rural tourism, such as in Ruicheng and Klein 

Wetsinge, is of a recent date. Rural tourism is gaining 

popularity in Europe and in China, one of the fastest 

growing sectors is heritage tourism [Bonn et al, 2007]. 

The arrival of tourists may result in a rejuvenation of both 

the town and the building, generating funds. In Myanmar, 

the arrival of a tourist industry is changing the 

appearance of the heritage buildings and the site [ Lwin, 

2017]. Visitors are wearing and tearing the stave 

churches in Norway [FRH,2017]. Further research into the 

effects and desirability of this combination in villages and 

towns is needed. Redesigning houses of worship for their 

new programmes involves architectural interventions. 

These interventions should enhance the spirit of the site 

and relate to the community, Five Dragons Temple in 

Ruicheng, China, is a good example of this. As historical 

examples of reactivated heritage buildings illustrate, the  

adaptations become new layers of meaning adding to the 

accumulated value of the heritage. 

Conclusion 

The transformation of the countryside due to 

modernization has been widely unnoticed. Houses of 

worship in rural areas of Europe and East Asia are 

increasingly difficult to preserve. Some may retain their 

original function as Living Religious  Heritage concepts 

can secure conservation for these buildings.  Other 

historic places of worship are losing or have already lost 

the purpose they were built for. A Copernican revolution 

is needed to preserve the religious built heritage in these 

rural areas. A re-valorization to establish the true 

meaning of local houses of worship is wanted. Regarding 

the historic houses of worship in rural areas, the material 

values are often limited, yet they have importance as 

containers of accumulated meanings including 

associational, historical and cultural memories. This  

accumulation of  connotations can be regarded the true 

meaning of  religious built heritage. This inheritance 

makes the present generation custodians with the noble 

task of passing the past towards to the future. 

Generations have contributed and added new layers of 

meaning, a recurrent in religious heritage.  Rather than 

creating  a time capsule, conservation of  heritage should 

be part of, and contribute to local communities. The 

conventional plea for minimal intervention is preventing 

a reconnection of the heritage with modernizing society. 

Adapting religious buildings for contemporary utilization 

stands in a tradition of adjusting these buildings to 

changes in demography or liturgy, or even changes in 

function. Conservation can become a tool to revitalize 

both heritage and community. A people-centered 

reactivation of abandoned religious buildings as 

communal space, in the spirit of place, rejuvenates 

building and community. Redesign involves the adapting 

of the material manifestations of the heritage. The 

architectural interventions benefit utilization of the 

heritage to  society and become a new layer of meaning 

adding in the future values of the building. 

 

Figure 7 Five Dragons Temple in Ruicheng, China. New use 
of disused  religious  buildings can become tools for rural 
development. (image courtesy Yang Chaoying) 

Note 01 : 

Future for Religious Heritage (FRH) brings together 
those who work to protect religious heritage across 
Europe. FRH is a non-profit, non-religious 
organisation founded in 2008 and based in Brussels. 
As the only European Network for Historic Places of 
Worship, FRH is a leading voice for the active and 
engaged cultural life of all Europeans. FRH has 
members in 38 countries, including NGOs, charities, 
government, religious and university departments. 
Since 2017 FRH is one of the 28 European networks 
supported through the Creative Europe Networks 
programme.    
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