OPENING DOORS, HEARTS AND MINDS

-welcoming visitors to the church
Introduction

1. In a changing world, many non-church people are attracted to the continuity and to the compassion represented by the Church, but can be uncertain of a welcome or lack confidence that they will find support within the church for spiritual, social or material needs. There are many ways in which church members can be creative and energetic in reaching out and demonstrating the living presence of Jesus Christ. This paper sets out an initial plan for increased effectiveness in ministry to visitors and local communities in the Church in Wales Monmouth Diocese.

2. This plan
 aims to engage in three areas of outreach:

· Increasing opportunities for ministry by welcoming more church visitors;

· Increasing links between church and community; 

· Establishing wider partnerships; and 

· Increasing awareness of these initiatives.

The plan is intended to be practical, realistic and achievable within 2 years.  Crucially, its outcomes will depend on harnessing the gifts, energy and enthusiasm of local people.

A Ministry of Welcome

3. The main reasons
  that people visit churches would appear to be:

· Spiritual reasons: churches provide havens for quiet contemplation and prayer and many visitors are drawn to them for this reason. 

· Impulse visits: whilst exploring the surrounding area, many people will visit a church in passing. 

· Family connections: some visits are stimulated for family history or personal connections. 

· Connections with famous people: writers and literary characters are of particular interest to visitors but associations with other famous people also provide a stimulus to church visits. 

· Interest in church architecture: a minority of people has specialist interests in architecture, stained glass or other features of the building or its contents.
 

4. This plan addresses these interests in the following ways:

·  providing places for prayer and reflection;

·  increasing visibility with a guide ‘Great Churches in the Diocese of Monmouth’ ;

·  improving presentation and recognition using the ‘Great Churches’ logo in the featured churches;

·  encouraging visited churches to develop as a ‘hub’ for neighbouring churches by displaying leaflets, walks and trails and shared events;

·  involving incumbents and PCCs in ‘welcome’ training and identifying strengths.

A Welcoming Church

5. Many PCCs, either through custom or worries about security, keep the church locked. Sometimes local circumstances make this necessary. However, many more churches could be open to welcome visitors. EIG insurers and the police say that an open church is far less likely to suffer damage than a locked one, though any valuable pieces should not be left on display in any building. There are many ways of ‘being open’ ranging from never locked to open for specified times with stewards present. All PCCs should be encouraged to consider the best arrangements at each Easter meeting and to visit and discuss with PCCs who have an open church.

6. However frequently a church is open it should be always be well presented for worshippers, visitors and local people seeking a place of prayer and reflection. Work in Scotland
  indicates that the following areas should be addressed:

· first impressions: the building is open, attractive and explicitly welcoming;

· good housekeeping: well lit, free of clutter, has fresh notices, flowers etc.;

· well informed: good quality interpretation and literature;

· personal touch: invitation to pray / prayer board, stewards, understanding of visitors’ differing needs and expectations.

7. This plan concentrates, in the first phase, on the churches featured in the ‘Great Churches in the Diocese of Monmouth – A Visitor’s Guide launched on 23rd June 2005.  Each of the churches featured in the ‘Great Churches’ guide will be encouraged to provide: 

· a named ‘ministry of welcome’ member of the PCC with a remit to monitor an agreed ‘ministry of welcome plan’; 

· a ‘welcome / we are open’ board with the logo visible from the road; 

· a Visitor’s Book with space for comments;

· invitation to pray / prayers / prayer board;

· a well-produced Guide and /or interpretation panels to the history and features of the church; 

· leaflets / boards to guide visitors around the building;

· information on church activities and personnel, including contact for spiritual matters;

· other information of local and wider interest, attractively displayed;

· information from a visitor feedback survey (to be developed with adventa).

Local distinctiveness—connecting with the community

8. A study in England found that visitors place a particular value on materials within a church which show active church life linked to a sense of place and local distinctiveness, together with evidence of links to the world-wide church and a focus on social concerns.  Visual displays of church life, links with other churches and mission activities should be available to visitors, wherever possible. 

9. There are many ways in which church members can be encouraged to engage with the community in a dialogue about shared use of buildings and activities which could bring the Christian message to wider audiences.  For example, the following activities may bring a wider range of people into contact with the church:

· Tours, perhaps once or twice a month during the summer, visiting 2 churches in an evening using own transport, with brief guided tour with ‘local colour’ and ending the tour at a church with somewhere for drinks and a meal nearby;

· Treasure trails, using own transport and taking in treasures in local churches;

· Urban walking trails;

· Tower visits, for ringers and visitors, possibly with hired webcam to show bell ringing in action;

· Pilgrimages between churches;

· School visits offering curriculum activities in history, art, music, science, number etc.
 ;

· Open days, especially in churches which are normally locked, offering talks, guided tours, refreshments etc.;

· Events in conjunction with local authority festivals or national open days, such as the European Open Doors weekends each September (see www.civictrustwales.org and www.heritagedays.net

Locally initiated partnerships

10. Many churches have formed partnerships
, which maximise the impact of outreach and mission initiatives, and it is hoped that further ideas can be incorporated in this plan over the next 2 years.

The Next Steps in encouraging a Ministry of Welcome:

Network of Support

11. A group comprising a person in each featured parish, nominated by the Incumbent, undertook the work on the ‘Great Churches’ guide during 2005, largely using email.  This group is interested in continuing to work on increasing outreach and mission through visitor-centred approaches.  Any PCC member or Incumbent is welcome to link into this network by contacting jean.prosser@virgin.net

12. To encourage PCCs to open the church or to upgrade the church guide or to develop any of the ideas in paragraphs 7 and 9 above, the Diocesan Tourism representative will visit or advise in any way she can.  A first stage may be for PCC members to talk with another PCC, or to visit a church with a developing ministry of welcome.  A ‘Welcome to the Church’ one day course can also be organised. Enquiries should be to Jean Prosser (01873 821405).  

13. The diocese is asked to consider holding a ‘Making the most of your building for visitors’ seminar in February / March 2006 for PCCs and wardens wanting to develop their outreach and mission to visitors. St. Woolos Cathedral Newport has been offered as a venue. Those who would be interested in attending such a seminar should contact Janet Bone at the diocesan office. 
Diocese-wide Initiatives

14. Some actions, such as producing and distributing the ‘Great Churches guide’ can cover the Diocese.  Ideas for future development include:

· development of ‘hubs’ linked to the ‘Great Churches’ to encourage a ministry of welcome in neighbouring / benefice churches;

· a further ‘guide’ featuring churches by architecture, history, famous people etc.;

· development of a ministry of welcome in the ‘Cistercian Way’ churches in Monmouthshire;

· development of themes linked to the industrial past, such as the iron and steel industry and its churches;

· 2007 calendar based on the ‘Great Churches’ guide.

These proposals are coherent with the development of a ‘church history and heritage’ centre in the Tithe Barn, Abergavenny, which could serve as a focal point for publicity and promotion of initiatives.

15. These activities and those of individual churches will be publicised on the Diocesan web site (churchinwales.org.uk/Monmouth) and in the Diocesan Newsletter.

16. This plan will be monitored and its effectiveness reviewed by the Communications Team during 2006.

� The paper draws on research published by the Churches Tourism Network Wales 2000
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� Sue Collingbourne, the Diocesan Schools & Children’s Officer (susan.collingbourne@tinyworld.com) and Pam Richards, Diocesan Youth Officer, (pamrichards@churchinwales.org.uk) can offer materials and advice on organising school visits.


� Adventa (Monmouthshire County Council rural communities’ initiative) and Newport Council support this plan and are willing to consider support to implement some of its proposals





