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More and more churches in The 
Netherlands have to close their 
doors, but what happens to those 
church buildings? The graduation 
studio Heritage & Architecture: 
Revitalizing Heritage - Zero Waste 
Church focuses on the values of 
heritage buildings to determine 
if building elements are heritage 
or waste. It is specifically about 
disassembling and repurposing 
materials, but as an addition to 
the required material analysis, 
this research also takes into 
account the church’s function in 
the neighbourhood. The chosen 
case study for the studio is the St. 
Dominicus church in Utrecht, for 
which the assignment is repurposing. 
This research will help structure 
and guide that design process 
and the final design will function 
as a validation of the research. It 
consists of a study of the existing 
collective and spiritual values of the 
church, contemporary spirituality 
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Research question
How can the social and spiritual 
values of the St. Dominicus church 
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in the neighbourhood, and spiritual 
experience through architecture. 
The objective is to find a way to 
introduce modern rituals into the 
existing building so spirituality can 
be separated from religion. This way, 
the spiritual values of the church can 
be preserved and embedded into a 
new design. This research will lead 
to possible programs that should 
continue to serve as a social and 
public space in the neighbourhood. 

By separating spirituality from 
religion the current function of the 
church will change but some ethical 
dilemmas should be considered. 
Should we link spirituality to 
specific functions or will that take 
away the freedom and flexibility 
of spirituality? And if we house 
spirituality in a church building, 
wouldn’t it become a form of 
religion again? These are questions 
that are taken into account during 
the research and design process.
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Part of the secularization in 
The Netherlands is due to 
deinstitutionalization. Believers 
began renouncing the traditional 
precepts of their church community 
(CBS, 2020). But does this mean that 
the purpose of the church becomes 
waste? Or does it still have social 
values that can be repurposed in 
a more contemporary way? What 
values are left when we take away 
the religious services and authority? 
The purpose of this research is to 
examine the social and spiritual 
values of the case study: St. 
Dominicus church in Utrecht and 
facilitate a contemporary redesign.
The majority of Dutch people are 

no longer religious and this trend 
continues. Research shows that 
this makes the search for meaning 
and self-actualization an individual 
matter for most people. These 
non-religious people become part 
of a leftover group, they are not 
members of a church or believe in a 
traditional religious sense, but then 
what do they believe? This group of 
people can be separated into people 
who specifically regard themselves 
as non-believers (agnostic, 
atheist) and people who orientate 
themselves to contemporary 
spirituality (contemporary spirituals) 
(SCP, 2022). Instead of collectively 
believing, individual spirituality 

becomes more accessible. How can 
people find a sense of community 
whilst retaining their individual 
rituals?  

This brings us back to the main 
research: How can the social and 
spiritual values of the St. Dominicus 
church in Utrecht be embedded in a 
contemporary redesign? To answer 
that question this research will look 
into the role of modern rituals in 
the neighbourhood. The concept 
of rituals originates from religious 
practices and can be defined as 
“The performance of ceremonial 
acts prescribed by tradition or by 
sacerdotal decree”(H. Penner, 2016). 

However, there are more modern 
forms of rituals appearing that can 
separate spirituality from religion. 
These new rituals are increasing and 
old ones are being revised to include 
both traditional and non-traditional 
believers. University of Virginia 
religious studies professor Vanessa 
Ochs said the following about her 
studies in rituals: “Many rituals have 
emerged to accommodate people 
who want to experience the spiritual 
and find a sense of community 
through those experiences, without 
having to say they belong to a certain 
religion”. A few examples of these 
rituals include meditation, yoga, 
and retreats. Other, more collective 

rituals are rituals of birth, death, 
marriage, and the celebration of a 
new year (C. Newman, 2017).

This research will focus on the 
definition of these modern spiritual 
and collective rituals as well as on 
how they can be translated into a 
space, using architectural qualities. 
Therefore the research will first 
analyse the collective rituals in the St. 
Dominicus church community. Then 
it will discuss the role of modern 
collective rituals and spirituality in 
the surrounding neighbourhood of 
the St. Dominicus church, to find out 
how those social and spiritual values 
of the church can be repurposed in 

a more contemporary way. Finally, 
it will analyse the architectural 
qualities of the St. Dominicus church 
and how they can create a spiritual 
experience. Together, these three 
research topics will help structure 
the design process. 

“Modern Rituals can Seperate Spirituality 
from Religion”

Introduction

Kerkfotografie Nederland, 2016
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Secularization in The Netherlands 
is a current issue when it comes to 
adaptive reuse. The challenge of 
conserving heritage is to implement 
sustainable strategies while at the 
same time considering the cultural 
values of the building (Adaptive 
Reuse, n.d.). Although this research 
is specific to the case study of the St. 
Dominicus church in Utrecht, it can 
further contribute to the general 
research in adaptive reuse. More 
specifically, this research focuses on 
churches and how to treat sacred 
architecture when repurposing 
a church. This research aims to 
preserve the spiritual values of 
the church and embed them in a 
sustainable contemporary redesign. 
The proposed project is feasible to 
perform and a design for the case 
study will be produced. Although the 
result might not solve all problems 
concerning this research, it can 
still serve as an example for future 
research projects. 

Figure 1: Methodology scheme

Relevance

In this research, the role of modern 
spiritual and collective rituals in the 
surrounding neighbourhood of the 
St. Dominicus church is examined 
and evaluated. The main research 
question is: How can the social and 
spiritual values of the St. Dominicus 
church in Utrecht be embedded 
in a contemporary redesign? To 
properly research this topic, the 
following sub-questions are asked: 
In what way are modern rituals and 
contemporary spirituality integrated 
into the neighbourhood? What are 
the current collective rituals of the 
St. Dominicus church community? 
And how can the architectural 
qualities of the St. Dominicus church 
create a spiritual experience? 
To answer these sub-questions, 
research will be conducted on the 
above-mentioned topics. The essay 
is divided into three chapters: 1. 
Modern rituals; 2. Current rituals 
and 3. Architectural qualities. 

The first chapter focuses on 
repurposing the social and spiritual 
value of the church by studying 
contemporary spirituality and 
modern rituals. This will be done by 
theoretical research and analysing 
case studies to make a selection of 
possible programs for the church. 
This study will include case studies 
such as meditation centres, retreats 
and repurposed churches with 
similar functions. After defining the 
terms contemporary spirituality 

Theoretical research on 
catholic rituals

What are the current collective 
rituals of the Sint-Dominicus 
church community?

Theoretical research on 
Bossche School

What architectural qualities of 
the St. Dominicus church create a 
spiritual experience?

Theoretical research on
modern rituals and 
contemporary spirituality

In what way are modern rituals 
and contemporary spirituality 
integrated in the neighbourhood?

How can the social and spiritual values of the St. Dominicus church in 
Utrecht be embedded into a contemporary redesign?

Case study analysis
Interviews and observation in 
church community

Theoretical research on 
Sacred architecture
Case study analysis

Interviews and observation in 
the neighbourhood

2. Current rituals

List of modern
rituals/functions

List of current
rituals/functions

ProgramExperience

Architectural analysis of 
spiritual elements in the St. 

Dominicus church

ABC-Analysis

3. Architectural qualities

1. Modern rituals

Contemporary RedesignMethodology

and modern rituals, a qualitative 
survey will be conducted in the 
neighbourhood to find out how 
modern rituals and contemporary 
spirituality are already practised 
in the neighbourhood. This will be 
done by visiting public places in the 
neighbourhood, preferably places 
that already have spiritual qualities, 
and interviewing some of the people 
there. The interviews will focus on a 
small number of demographically 
comparable people. To properly 
investigate this, research must 
first be conducted into the 
demography of and functions in the 
neighbourhood. This will become 
clear from the ABC-Analysis, which 
was made in the first period of the 
studio.

The second chapter will determine 
the current collective rituals of the 
St. Dominicus church by conducting 
qualitative research on the rituals 
of the church community by 
observing and interviewing the 
church members. Another tool to 
discover relevant rituals is by looking 
at the social values of the value 
assessment that was made in the 
first period of the studio using the 
framework of Pereira Roders (2007). 
This will provide a list of current 
rituals and functions which will be 
compared to the modern rituals 
and contemporary spirituality in the 
neighbourhood that were analysed 
in the first chapter. Together they 

will help determine a system for 
replacing or joining the current 
rituals with modern rituals. 

The third chapter will focus more 
on the architectural qualities of 
the building. The spiritual qualities 
of the St. Dominicus church will be 
analysed by using the ABC-Analysis, 
the Bossche School theory of Dom 
Hans van der Laan and the book: 
Transcending architecture edited by 
Julio Bermudez (2015) as guidelines. 
This chapter will also include 
research on the architectural 
qualities and spiritual experience of 
case studies. It will include the case 
studies that have been analysed 
in the first chapter, along with 
projects from the Bossche School. 
This research will help to include 
new, and preserve current, spiritual 
values in the redesign of the church. 

Using interviews as methodology, 
there is a risk that not enough people 
will participate in the research to 
reach an adequate conclusion. This 
is why the interviews will focus on 
quality rather than quantity. By 
formulating precise questions and 
focussing on two smaller and specific 
groups, the church community and 
the demographically prominent 
group, enough information can be 
gathered to form a conclusion. 
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