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Opening Speech

Many ideas are birthed along the corridors of academic buildings. Looking into my flies, the plan to organize this event began with an interesting conversation with Dr. Matthieu Somon on the intersection between his area of research (art and religion) and mine (ecclesiology and ecumenism). By 20 November 2023, we had already met to formulate our initial ideas of a potential project under the theme ‘Ecumenical Iconography’. Our question was simple: How does iconography shape ecclesial identity, and how has it shaped ecumenical identities in Belgium over the years?

By 15 February 2024 we had managed to schedule a meeting with directors of MuseeL at UCLouvain to explore the objects in their catalogue and to discuss possible collaborations with them. But with each meeting and reflection, came the challenges, particularly timing, funding, and the logistics of handling precious art objects. And so, we needed to change strategy. By 26 March 2024, we came up with a new title “Visages du culte en Belgique : une enquête sur les lieux de culte chrétiens dans le royaume de Belgique” (Faces of worship in Belgium: A survey of Christian places of worship in the kingdom of Belgium). It was no longer about icons per se.

As days passed, and thanks to Matthieu, we got another opportunity to collaborate with the Chapel for Europe, and this was sealed in a meeting on 29 April 2025 with Mrs. Sabina González Vilas, who is the Interfaith Dialogue and Programme Manager here. By the next meeting on 15 September 2025, we were able to settle for the topic of today’s event: “History, Aesthetics, and Communities: Exploring the Spaces of Christian Worship in Belgium”

Certainly, the question of “What constitutes a Christian place of worship in Belgium?” would generate many answers in history. 

When you think of a Christian worship space, what comes to your mind?

Throw up questions with images (PPT):
· The current sitting spaces – round – redesigned churches
· New spaces of Pentecostals – emphasis on other aesthetics (lights) rather than… 
· Function of stained glass – light, stories, 
· Gus van Vaerenbergh, Borgloon – Reading between the lines, 2011 project

This diversity circumvents the tendency to essentialize or fossilize the notion of liturgical space. While specific architectural structures governed by precise liturgical requirements may spring to mind, Christian history in Belgium shows that worship has utilized other realities, even creating alternative spaces. Having experienced bitter confessional conflicts during the Reformation and located at the institutional heart of Europe, Belgium hosts an astonishing diversity of Christian worship practices, making it a particularly stimulating observatory of changes in Christian worship spaces.

Today, the main part of this event (which we have placed second this evening) is an exhibition that explores both the concrete structural aspects of places of worship and the role of communities of believers in defining Christian worship. The approach is both historical and ecumenical, with the use of photographs and liturgical objects. This is particularly relevant in our era of synodality and non-localized interdenominational celebrations, even those conducted in the open air.

The exhibition examines three historical periods: Belgium as a laboratory for the aesthetic confessionalization of places of worship during the Reformations (16th-17th centuries); the slow conquest of freedom of Christian worship and its heritage effects; and contemporary responses since Vatican II, including the dissolution of architectural gestures and resistance to identity.

The other part of this event, the roundtable, reflects on “Ecumenical Perspectives on the Spaces of Christian Worship in Belgium.” We have brought together Professor Arnaud Join-Lambert (Professor of Practical Theology and Liturgy at UCLouvain), Reverend John Wilkinson (Canon Pastor at Holy Trinity Brussels, former President of Brussels Interchurch Committee, and specialist in Christian history and liturgy), and Florence Cosse (an architect specializing in ecclesiastical space design, active in France and Belgium). All three will discuss and share their experience and expertise in space and worship, highlighting major current trends in the articulation of liturgical spaces and practices, and identifying specific features of these contemporary trends in relation to Christian architectural traditions.

This event is significant because it contributes to ecumenical dialogue in a manner often ignored, namely, the question and significance of worship spaces. I am glad it forms part of the Week for Christian Unity activities.

Before we progress, I would like to already register my gratitude to all those who made this event possible, starting with my colleague, Matthieu Somon, and our partner, the Chapel for Europe.

May I also thank the panelists who honoured our invitation and every one of you who showed up this evening. Finally, we thank our research institute, RSCS for funding this event. It is our prayer and hope that the quest for Christian unity be sustained in both words and actions.

Let me end this introduction with this anecdote that I heard at a conference in Bochum ten years ago about Catholic and Protestant children asked to describe differences in their churches.

Catholic children focused on what they have: statues of saints, the tabernacle with the Blessed Sacrament, crucifixes, holy water fonts, ornate altars, candles, and confessionals. Protestant children focused on what they don’t have: no statues, no holy water, no tabernacle, simpler decoration.

The anecdote is particularly poignant in an ecumenical context because it illustrates how identity formation works differently across traditions: While Catholic children learn their identity through presence and materiality - the visible, tangible expressions of faith, Protestant children learn partly through absence and distinction, thus defining themselves by what they’ve consciously left behind from the Reformation History!

Perhaps they have a point…not just about the presence or absence of objects, but about the aesthetics. And while these experiences shape them as individuals, they also shape their perception of their communities and determine their encounter with others.

Ikenna Paschal Okpaleke
UCLouvain (THER/RSCS)
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