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God only knows what will happen
to all the surplus churches
For hundreds of churches in Switzerland the question is whether they should be demolished, sold, rented out or
put to a completely different use. These surplus churches are tangible proof of the rapid change in Switzerland’s
religious landscape. And this raises new questions: is the church in the village centre just a place of worship, or
something more?
DÖLF BARBEN
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not yet listed as historical monuments are candidates for demolition.
One such exception is St. Mark’s
Church in Basel. In the near future,
demolition work will commence.
On the other hand, a considerable
number of the 200 places of worship
recorded in the database, about 70,
have been sold. These include a noticeably large number of Methodist
and New Apostolic chapels. If such a
chapel is transformed into a residential building or a concert hall, it does
not spark a major debate, since it does
not greatly change the neighbourhood. If, however, a very large church
is under consideration, things are different and can also go badly wrong.
This is what happened to the St. Leonhard Church in St. Gallen, an urban
landmark. It has been closed for 13
years and is a bone of contention.

Addressing the non-religious
The remaining churches were either
rented out or given extended use.

Corehendi beaqui est
rehe nissim et peror
aboria nonsequia
quas exeri doluptati
qui debis magnim estioreru

Stückelberger’s recommendations
also clearly point in this direction. It
is an advantage if a parish remains in
possession of its church and thus stays
involved, he says. If it is possible to
make it available to outsiders this
sends a “strong signal” for the development of the church as an institution,
showing that activities that not only
benefit the church population are taking place under its roof. According to
Stückelberger, “Churches must open
themselves up to a non-religious society and show that they are not giving
up on themselves”.
He sees the Maihof Church in Lucerne as a prime example of this. It

Franziska Huber (left) and Beatrice Tobler in front of the Paulus Church in Bern, a “complete work of art” and “a national
monument with high conservation value”. There is a proposal to give up this church. Photo: Danielle Liniger
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Exemplary solution:
Maihof Church Lucerne
The Catholic Church of St. Joseph in Lucerne’s
Maihof neighbourhood, which was built in 1941,
has undergone a unique renovation. Instead of
renovating the parish centre as usual, the church
leadership decided to adapt the building to the
needs of the residents of the neighbourhood and
the city. In the church, whose pews have been
removed, it is now possible to hold meetings, exhibitions, concerts, seminars and banquets in
addition to church services. A kindergarten and a
playgroup occupy the basement.
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The development of the religious landscape
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A radical decision:
St. Mark’s Church Basel
Since 2009, no church services have been held in
the Protestant-Reformed St. Mark’s Church in
Basel’s Hirzbrunnen district, which was built in
1932. The parish in question chose the most radical of all possibilities and will demolish the
church in 2019. This will also lead to the disappearance of the slender, free-standing bell-tower
with a weathercock designed by the renowned
graphic artist Celestino Piatti (1922–2007).
Apartments are to be built on the grounds instead.
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She sees the biggest obstacles elsewhere: the church interior is not designed to be heated continuously – especially the organ, which is highly
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“spiritual asset”. Making the church
brand visible in public works much
better with a church than with a parish hall. He therefore advises church
representatives to seek dialogue

Swiss churches that are no longer traditional
churches (only in German):
www.schweizerkirchenbautag.ch > Datenbank
Kirchenumnutzung > Ort

with the public more often: “They
must make it an issue that is talked
about and show what is possible in
their premises”.
These could in turn be the words
of Franziska Huber. It runs counter to
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Poor outcome:
Leonhard Church St. Gallen
The renovation of the Reformed Church of
St. Leonhard in St. Gallen, which was built in 1887,
would have cost 4.5 million Swiss francs. This was
too expensive for the parish. The demolition of the
protected building, whose land was used profitably,
was out of the question. The church was finally sold
to an architect for 45,000 Swiss francs. He wanted
to turn it into a cultural centre with restaurants,
concerts, theatres, film screenings and fashion
shows. None of this has happened so far.

