
Open Churches and the Role of TOMAT 

The 600+ medieval church buildings that belong to the Diocese of Norwich are, 

depending on one’s point of view, either a hindrance to the mission of the Church in 

21st century, or  an under-valued and under-used resource. This paper looks briefly 

at the churches as a hindrance and then, more fully, at the churches as a resource. 

 

1) Redundant Churches 

From time to time, over the centuries, church buildings have ceased to be of 

importance to the mission of the Church and have been left to decay, or been 

converted to other uses (1) . There are many church ruins throughout the diocese, 

some of them both extremely photogenic, which are important for their spiritual 

heritage (2). 

During the 20th century a number of churches were taken into the care of Churches 

Conservation Trust (3), Norfolk Churches Trust (4) and Norwich Historic Churches 

Trust (5). In the 21st century further churches will become redundant.  Appropriate 

alternative uses will be found for some (6). The Churches Conservation Trust may 

take on a few with a rich historic heritage. The other trusts seem to have lost their 

hunger for taking on further churches leaving controlled ruination as the only other 

alternative. 

 

2) Church Buildings as a Resource 

Where a church building is the home to a thriving church community or communities 

and/or has been adapted for wider community use (7) and/or has an established role 

as a pilgrim or tourist church (8),  the question, “What is it for?” does not challenge 

sharply. But where a church building is under used and there is no foreseeable 

future in which the worshipping community will grow to fill the space, nor any 

community use to which it might be adapted and where there is little or no heritage 

value to the building,  be it secular or spiritual, that is a different matter. 

In a world of high speed wifi, where two or three can gather together in house groups 

and where widely available personal transport makes travelling to centres of 

population an easy matter, it might be argued that many of our country churches are 

superfluous. Should we not simply, grasp the nettle, and close them all down? Not, if 

they, or at least a significant minority, are an important resource. 



 

For the time being the stewardship for our ancient places of worship falls on local 

communities. When a local community loses interest in, or becomes so weak that it 

can no longer maintain an ancient place of worship, it may be considered redundant  

, or at least a candidate for mothballing. But they are the heritage of all Christian 

people, not just Anglicans who live within the  parish, or the wider Diocese of 

Norwich!  

 

The patterns of population distribution and church membership that prevailed when 

the churches were built were quite different to those of today.  Norwich is no longer 

the second most populous city in England.  The most lively, enthusiastic, committed 

and evangelistic Christians are not always members of the Church of England. The 

bulk of the UK population now live in urban areas.   

 

It so happens that urban lifestyles, through which people are cut off from the natural 

world and are relentlessly busy, with little time for reflection and no space to breathe, 

can usefully borrow from the rural spaces in-between.  The popularity of second 

homes, weekend breaks in the country, bird watching, walking, bike-riding and so on 

is evidence of a hunger in society for something other. The Diocese of Norwich 

offers the opportunity of what might be called Galilee Spirituality. Here one may walk 

by the seaside and talk to fishermen, find places to consider the birds and the 

flowers of the field, get into a boat and go over to the other side and even go up into 

a high mountain, if you will allow such a description of Beeston Bump! 

 

Beyond our diocesan boundaries, and beyond our island’s shores, there are many 

who owe their Christian faith and culture to forebears nurtured in Norfolk’s historic 

churches. Some of their spiritual roots are here. And, not only them, there are others 

who stand on the threshold of faith and those who will follow after. Our historic 

churches are their Christian heritage too!   

 

For the sake of all visitors from near or far, be they people of faith, or fellow travellers 

and/or those who are searching for meaning in life, our churches should be houses 

of prayer, warm places with open doors, providing connections to the faith that has 

guided our people since the 7th Century.  



It is observed that various trusts into whose care redundant churches have been 

placed have little or no will (or ability?)  to present Christianity as a living faith. One 

solution for redundant churches in the future maybe to place them into the care of 

thriving urban churches (their little place in the country!) , or companies of people -  

friends of perhaps, or trusts  - who join together to keep a particular place maintained 

and prayed in (10) !   

 

Jim Cotter’s work at Llandecwyn Church, developing it as  a Small Pilgrim Place, is 

one model worth considering. A surprising number of tourists will visit churches when 

on holiday. The challenge facing those who welcome visitors into our Open 

Churches is, in the words of Jim Cotter, “To change the hard focussed eyes of the 

tourist into the soft focussed eyes of the pilgrim!” (11) 

 

To be fair to both pilgrims and tourists,  there is a little of each in all of us. A great 

number of people come to East Anglia with the conscious intention of making a 

pilgrimage. People travel far and wide to Walsingham!  For the local economy the 

difference between tourist and pilgrim is negligible. It is to be hoped that each will 

stay for a few days, rather than making a day trip;  purchase goods and services 

while they are here; and have such a good time that they return again and again.  

 

Although Walsingham is the most popular pilgrimage destination today, in the past 

others were important: Bromholm, where a piece of the True Cross was kept; 

Bawburgh for the shrine of St. Walstan and Norwich cathedral for that of St.William. 

There were many other smaller places too: St. Theobald at Hautbois; Our Lady of 

Pity at Horstead; St.Albert at Cringleford etc.. Whether on pilgrimage, or simply 

walking in the countryside, riding a bike, on a car trip and even by boat our churches 

can be like pearls on a string, or beads on a rosary!  They provide resting places on 

the pilgrim journey, oases, high places that give a perspective from where one can 

look back and plan forward in one’s journey of life. There is much to be done in 

developing pilgrim routes, trails, bike routes and bringing those that have already 

developed into a common place (12). 

 

Even from a purely secular point of view, the 600+ medieval churches in the Diocese 

of Norwich and a similar number in Suffolk are an under-valued tourist attraction. 



There is considerable opportunity for future collaboration between the churches and 

others in local tourism initiatives.  Norfolk is a wonderful holiday destination for those 

of us who live here as well as visitors from  afar. As the Rev’d Noel Henderson, the 

one time Vicar of Sidestrand, used to say “Holidays can be Holy Days!”  How can we 

enable the transmutation of holidays into Holy Days and tourists into pilgrims ? 

 

Enabling the Local Church 

Mission Action Team: Visitors and Open Churches – TOMAT as it’s being called - 

has a role encouraging and enabling local churches to welcome visitors. I hope 

some of the matters discussed above answer the question Why?  But the questions: 

Who?  and How? are yet to be addressed.  

 

 

Some Easy things to do 

1) Guides etc.. There is already a page on the diocesan website where Maps and 

Guides (www.dioceseofnorwich.org/visiting/maps-and-guides/)  can be accessed. 

Hopefully this can be edited and expanded. Who will guide this process? 

 

2)  It should not be difficult to draw together the examples of good practice and 

advice much of which is accessible on the internet. Who will lead in this? 

 

3) Encourage membership of support networks. I have already mentioned Churches 

Together on the Broads and the Small Pilgrim Places Network. The Churches 

Visitors and Tourism Association ( http://www.churchestourismassociation.info/) also 

provides national support and advice (N.B.  Someone - Who? How?- needs to 

update the Church Tourism pages that name Ralph Barnet and Jennie Hawks as the 

then leaders in the Norfolk local scheme contributed.) 

 

More difficult but more urgent 

What is not being addressed is, “How do we help a visiting holiday maker, whose 

home may be far away, take further steps of faith?”  Something like Diocese of 

Truro’s “Way of Life” booklet might answer (http://www.trurodiocese.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2012/05/Way-of-Life.pdf). How should we proceed with this? 

 

http://www.dioceseofnorwich.org/visiting/maps-and-guides
http://www.churchestourismassociation.info/
http://www.trurodiocese.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Way-of-Life.pdf
http://www.trurodiocese.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Way-of-Life.pdf


Making Our Open Churches Better Known 

1) Open Churches Directory, is colourful, informative and widely available on the 

shelves of tourism leaflets in many places throughout the diocese. It does not appear 

to be widely available in open churches! I am sure TOMAT could put that right 

(Who? How?). That having been addressed one cannot help wondering if the 

expenditure on a yearly directory is well spent.  A review is in order. For the one off 

visitor a Church Open sign (as at Ranworth and Ludham), or a local leaflet like The 

Bureside Church Trail  (see 

ctotb.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/buresudechurchtrail.pdf) are more likely to bear 

fruit. The dedicated church crawler should be able to access up to date information 

through the diocese’s website. How would a review be launched?  

2) Much more could be made of Open Churches in the Diocese’s website and social 

media. A church of the month/week/day could be featured, which might also allow for 

a run of churches, for example, those with great wildflowers. Who would negotiate 

and liaise with the Communications Team? 

3) A great number of people are already signing Norfolk churches praises(12), how 

do we, i) recognise their contribution and  ii) build on it? Is there a place for a 

Cadre/Guild of people dedicated to raise the churches profile across a range of 

media; radio, television, papers, magazines, blogs, social media, tourism sites etc.? 

Might we celebrate these contributions and encourage more at/by a gathering and 

an Episcopal presence? Who would take this forward? 

4) Membership of Tourism Groups such as Visit Norfolk should be considered. The  

questions: Which ones?  Who? How? And Where’s the money coming from? Will 

need to be addressed. 

 

Working in Partnership 

The involvement of TOMAT members with other initiatives particularly, in my case 

Churches Together on the Broads and the East Anglian Pilgrimage Network should 

make collaboration with those bodies comparatively easy. The questions Who? 

How? and When? press hard when one considers working more closely with: 

 Open Churches and Tourism projects in neighbouring dioceses 

 National bodies 

 Deanery Synods and Chapters 

http://ctotb.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/buresudechurchtrail.pdf


On this last point, it may be that by abandoning the present structure of the Open 

Churches directory in favour of deanery boundaries could open the way to having a 

designated person with oversight of welcoming at each level of synodical 

government. Jim Cotter’s (13) advice is that each Small Pilgrim Place should have a  

hospitaller (14) .  This might be extended so that there was a hospitaller for each 

parish and each deanery. 
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